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“Now I don’t mean to be rude,” said Gail, a white school board member from a rural North Carolina District, “but Eve has become the stereotypical angry black woman on our board. She wants to make everything about race. But she just doesn’t get it. It’s not about race. [...] Not in our district.”

Not in our district. I glanced down at the statistics on Gail’s district from the Department of Education that I’d brought with me to the interview. Unsurprisingly, they showed the same trends that they had for every other district I’d interviewed in: dramatic gaps between white and black students, high suspension rates for students of color, and Advanced Placement classrooms filled with white students. What influenced the way that Gail framed issues of race in her district and why were her views seemingly divorced from the data? More importantly, are there ways that research and data can influence those perceptions?
I first became interested in school board members during a discussion with a parent whose children were attending school in a nearby North Carolina district. We started by commiserating about how few districts across the state seem interested in talking about race and inequality and how fewer still are taking steps to implement the strategies that have proven effective at addressing these problems. During the conversation, she mentioned her involvement in an education non-profit that spent time petitioning school board members around the state to start making high-level policies changes in their districts designed to bolster minority achievement. The strategy sounded promising and I realized that, despite my interest in education policy, I knew very little about how school boards in North Carolina function and even less about their role in policy-making. All of the research I’d seen dealt exclusively with those on the ground: teachers, principles, and occasionally superintendents. I couldn’t remember reading a single thing about the role school boards play in the fight for equality of educational opportunity. 
To give some background on information I only discovered through interactions with board members, school boards in North Carolina are elected in a non-partisan way. However, districts have some freedom as to how their election processes will be structured. For example, some boards are selected via district-wide elections, while other districts are divided and board members are selected from each sub-district. Generally, the latter format is designed to ensure some degree of equal representation in communities that are geographically segregated. Board members do campaign for election and often develop detailed platforms during the election process.
Board responsibilities vary some by district, but all districts have some commonalities. The primary two responsibilities of school boards are selecting the superintendent and crafting district-wide policy. However, board members also approve budgets, liaise between the district administration and community stakeholders, evaluate transfer requests, and discharge a host of other district-dependent responsibilities. All non-personnel related board meetings must be conducted publically and community members are often encouraged to attend board meetings. Given all of this, research on board members can approach them as administrators, elected officials, community advocates or through any one of a number of paradigms. For the purpose of this project, I am interested exclusively in their role as policymakers. 
An overview of the literature on the subject shows that there are indeed few studies which focus on school board members and the process by which they make policy decisions; related studies generally focused exclusively on group dynamics instead of the decisions of individual policy-makers. By contrast I am most interested in how individual board members view inequality and the factors that influence those views. Given my interest in research, I am also concerned by the fact that very little education research seems to be implemented in districts around North Carolina. These interests drove the development of my two broad research questions:
1. What factors influence the way that board members frame and respond to issues of race in their districts?
2. Specifically, is there evidence to suggest that access to academic research can help board members view racial inequality in a more empirically valid way?
To answer these questions, I interviewed sixteen school board members from seven districts over the course of nine months. Each interview lasted an average of 65 minutes and was semi-structured. Given the paucity of the existing literature, I designed the study, and consequently the interview questions, as an exploratory assessment intended to allow school board members freedom to guide the conversations.
In general, board members were surprisingly disconnected from even district-level data about inequality, and were often unaware of large racial gaps in their districts. However, this confusion may be attributable to the fact that many board members view the gaps as socioeconomic rather than racial. Though several school board members did rely exclusively on cultural narratives to explain achievement gaps, most did appeal to structural explanations for inequality. However, among those who tended toward structural explanations, two groups emerged: “internal” and “external” structuralists. While external structuralist did believe issues like poverty and lack of family level social capital contribute to racial gaps, they generally denied that schools (particularly their schools) play any role in cementing or perpetuating those gaps. By contrast, internal structuralists acknowledged that school structure also plays a role in perpetuating racial inequality.  
 There were a number of individual level factors that appeared to be correlated with both general orientation towards and specific knowledge of inequality. Surprisingly, the way that board members conceptualized their set of responsibilities did not seem to impact their framing of racial achievement gaps. Neither did religion play a predictable role in influencing board views of inequality. However, even though board members communicated resistance to a political framing of their roles, both conservative and white board members were much less likely to frame issues of racial inequality as attributable to school structure than board members who identified as liberal or as a racial minority. The extent to which either of these factors is causal is unclear, as there was a common narrative of personal responsibility among many white, conservative board members that allowed them to shift the blame from schools to students when explaining the causes of the achievement gap. 
Also, board members who valued and accessed academic literature were almost universally inclined toward an internal structuralist view and were looking for empirically validated ways to address these issues in their districts. This was true even when other individual level factors may have predicted a different set of views about inequality. This suggested that research may be able to influence board member ideology toward a more just view of racial inequality, as several of these board members connected their views directly to their engagement with research.
Ito explore these findings in more detail, I will begin with a review of the relevant literature and then move to a more in-depth-discussion of my methodology. Then I will outline my results in greater detail, including a discussion of where they may fit into the larger literature on racial inequality and their practical importance. Finally, I will suggest some recommendations for further research and give some concluding thoughts. Additionally, I have included an Appendix containing some additional information on the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376745][bookmark: _Toc445924371]Literature Review
	Broadly, there are two major categories of research to explore before moving on to an explanation of my methodology: literature on racial equality and literature on school boards. In regards to school inequality, the focus will be on on two particular phenomena: school tracking practices and teacher bias. Though there are countless variables that contribute to the achievement gap, schools—and consequently school board members—have little or no agency over anything besides school structure. However, both teacher bias and tracking are firmly within the realm of school interest and control. Additionally, both phenomena have shown to have major implications for minority student achievement. This speaks to their relative importance in the policy-making process. It seems unlikely that anyone interested in reducing inequality in a given district would have not at least considered possible solutions to these problems. Moreover, the research on both topics is robust, and anyone even tangentially connected to the body of literature on racial inequality in public education would be familiar with them. Thus, they seem an as good a measure as any to gauge both the board member’s interest in issues of inequality in their district and their connection to the academic literature on educational inequality. As a consequence, the literature review for these two sections is not designed to orient the study within the larger body of work. Instead, it is intended to both familiarize the reader with these mechanisms for the propagation of inequality and demonstrate that the literature is extensive enough to warrant their use as dependent variables. 
	Following a discussion of ability grouping and teacher bias, there will be several sections dedicated to the research on school board members and the factors that influence their decisions. Unfortunately, the amount of research on school boards is surprisingly limited. It appears that education researchers are often more motivated to study teachers, superintendents, principles, and other administrators, likely because these groups are directly involved in the education process in a way school board members are not. To the extent that school boards have been studied, the research tends to be by political scientists focused on the electoral process by which board members are selected and the political concerns of their offices. By contrast, I am less concerned with the politics of school boards, choosing instead to focus on the individual demographic, ideological, and informational factors that influence how school board members perceive and respond to issues of race and inequality. In any case, this dearth of information further underscores the need for exploratory research like mine.
[bookmark: _Toc445924372]However, some relevant research does exist on 1) the ability of school board members to make meaningful change 2) theoretical models of school board decision making and 3) several important factors that can influence the decisions of education policy makers. In particular, three factors stand out as particularly relevant: political/religious ideology, and access to research. The reasons for including the latter two should be clear as this study was designed to provide some preliminary data on the degree to which ideology and access to research (and their interaction) can impact the decisions school board members make in regards to racial inequality in their districts. Additionally, several school board members directly implicated research and ideology when asked about what most influences their decisions. A brief discussion on race is included because the differences between the interviews with school board members of color and their white counterparts were striking and consequently warrant some discussion. 
Teacher Bias
Ample research exists to suggest that minority students—and particularly black students—are subject to teacher bias (Alexander et al. 1987; Clark and Zygmunt 2014; Lee 2009; Ferguson 1998, 2001, 2003; Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998; Valenzuela 1999; Tyson 2003; Morris 2005). The strategies for assessing such bias is varied. Among the most common instruments for assessing subconscious biases are Implicit Association tests, where the subject is asked to pair categorize words (dependent on the type of bias in question) with words that have clear positive or negative connotations. In these tests, both the speed and accuracy of the subject’s matching are taken as indicators of preference. Dozens of studies have conclusively shown the validity of Implicit Bias Tests in the measurement of actual bias (Greenwald 2010). When these tests are given to school teachers, the results indicate almost universal bias toward black students (Vand den Berg et al 2010; Clark and Zygmunt 2014). As a point of reference, in 2014 an Implicit Bias Test given by Clark and Zygumt on a sample of over 300 teachers found an implicit bias rate of 96%. So, by this measure, teacher bias against minority students is pervasive. 
Additionally, more explicit measures of teacher expectations and perceptions also demonstrate bias either against black and Hispanic students or in favor of white students (Kozlowski 2015; Harber et al 2012; Ferguson 2003; Yates and Marcelo 2014; Reigle-Crum and Humphries 2012; Downey and Pribesh 2004). For example, a 2014 study found that, starting in preschool, creative and imaginative black students are rated to be less well prepared and more disruptive than their similarly imaginative, even after controlling for a host of other possible confounders (Yates and Marcelo 2014). However, not all research has shown this to be true: a 2003 meta-analysis showed that, while perceptions of student ability did vary by race, in many studies the effect did not persist after controlling for previous test scores and SES (Ferguson 2003). This is not evidence against teacher bias, as Implicit Bias Assessments conclusively proves that it exists. It may simply mean that such bias does not always manifest as differential assessment of ability. There is also evidence to suggest that it is almost exclusively white teachers who harbor explicit bias: Downey and Pribesh found that while white teachers did exhibit bias when assessing ability for students of color, black teachers rated white and black peers similarly (2004). 
Alternatively, while teachers may not under-assess the abilities of black and Hispanic students (after rigorous controls for past performance), they are apt to overestimate the abilities or commitment of white and Asian students. Of particular note is a UNC study that compared students’ assessments of their own worth ethic in the class to the teacher’s assessment of their work ethic (Kozlowski 2014). The study found that teachers often rated white students who claimed to not work hard in the class as hard-working at a disproportionate rate (Kozlowski 2014). So, it seems likely that white students do get some benefit from their whiteness that minority students do not. This could also be a contributing factor in the achievement gap, as the gap would be larger both if minority students’ achievement is systematically depressed or white achievement is systematically boosted. Either way, despite the fact that results are mixed when it comes to how the inequalities in teacher treatment may manifest themselves, such biases demonstrably exist. 
The ways that such implicit bias may impact minority achievement are varied. First, though identifying whether or not grading is impacted by bias is difficult, there is evidence to suggest that black students are punished disproportionately for behaviors that their white peers also exhibit (Valenzuela 1999; Ferguson 2001). However, some studies have shown that effect may be due primarily to other factors such as SES (Kozlowski 2014; Madon et al. 1998; Farkas 2003). Additionally, it is demonstrable that students tend to conform to teacher expectations for their behavior. This dovetailing of student performance and teacher standards is often known as “stereotype threat.” Stereotype threat occurs when students who are aware of stereotypes associated with a group in which they are included tend to conform to that particular stereotype (Steele and Aronson 1998). A meta-analysis conducted by Cary Stacy Smith and Li-Ching Hung concluded that the literature demonstrating the ability of racial and gendered math stereotypes to impact math performance is robust (2008). To give a particularly clear example, Tine and Gotlieb found that minority student who are primed with stereotype threat inducing language perform more poorly on math and working memory tests (2013). So, to the extent that teachers’ differential expectations prime students of color to think about their race, the evidence suggests that minority student performance will suffer. This is particularly important for black students, as research has shown that they often have a greater investment in their teacher’s opinions of their ability (Ferguson 2003).  In any case, the evidence for the pervasiveness and importance of teach bias is compelling. However, before concluding that teach bias should be a priority for board members, it is important to examine the extent to which research suggests school policy can mitigate its impact on students of color. 
Certainly, despite the discouraging evidence of widespread teacher bias, there is a great deal of interest in developing training strategies designed to reduce or mitigate the impacts of bias. At least one of the school board members I interviewed mentioned being interested in a training module designed to do just that. Teachers themselves realize that such training is needed: national survey data indicates that only 20% of teachers who work in diverse classroom feel they have the necessary pedagogical skills to do so effectively (Lin et al 2008). So it is encouraging to find that there is data to suggest that better teacher training can work to combat bias in the classroom (Roberts 2011). 
[bookmark: _Toc445376747][bookmark: _Toc445924373]Second Generation Segregation
Since Brown vs. Board of Education integrated schools in the 1950’s, the United States has been making steady progress toward a desegregated educational system (Chemerinsky 2005). In particular, the southern states have made a tremendous amount of progress toward integration (Chemerinsky 2005). However, with the decline in between-school segregation, there has been a corresponding rise of within-school segregation due to ability grouping and tracking. Though black students and white students may attend school in the same buildings, white students dominate upper level classes, while black students are often tracked into vocational programs (Staiger 2006, Clotfelter 2004). This phenomenon, where white students are tracked into high-level classes (like Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate) and black students are left in lower-level classes, is often known as “second generation segregation” (Clotfelter 2004). Differences in classroom racial composition can be stark. For example, a study of English classes in a large middle school in North Carolina (where 41% of all students were white), found that classroom composition ranged from being completely non-white to completely white, depending on the ‘level’ of the course, with higher levels being predominantly white (Clotfelter 2004). This type of tracking occurs at all levels of the public education system, but is especially prevalent in middle and high schools (LeTendre et al 2003). 
Grouping students by ability may not be an inherently unequal practice, but its implementation in modern-day America disadvantages minority students. Though merit-based testing is often used to select students for upper-level classes, research has shown that this classroom-level divide can be attributed both to “non discriminatory class assignment policies,” and at times to “blatant racial separation,” often due to the fact that racial bias makes teachers unwilling to recommend minority students (Clotfelter 2004). Access to upper level classes is rarely based solely on merit: teacher and counselor recommendations are often a requirement. Since these teachers and counselors will often display a latent racial bias when recommending and encouraging students to take these more difficult courses, minority students either are not informed about or are not allowed to enter upper-level classes  (Clotfelter 2004, Clotfelter, Ladd and Vigdor 2003).
This variety of inequality has major implications for student achievement. For example, the PISA assessment (a test used to rank the academic proficiency of students across countries) found that while 42% of American white students were proficient in math, only 11% of black students were found to be proficient. The reading gap (40% to 13%) is only slightly narrower (Hall Mark 2013). This should come as no surprise since the lower level classes into which black students are tracked have been shown to have fewer resources, less access to college information, and fewer experienced teachers, cementing the racial achievement gap (Talbert and Ennis 1990). It is important to note that this type of segregation is detrimental to all students, black or white, as classroom diversity raises achievement for all students (Ma and Kurlaender 2005, Burris et al 2010). 
[bookmark: _Toc445376748][bookmark: _Toc445924374]Solutions for Inequality
There are a number of empirically validated strategies that have been shown to ameliorate (to one degree or another) the impacts of racialized tracking in publics schools, most common of which is “detracking.” Proponents of detracking argue that the current tracking system is so inherently racialized that there is no hope of meaningful reform. So, they argue that schools must completely remove ability grouping by eliminating low-level tracks, at least until late high school, and holding all students to the same high standard of academic engagement. Like for tracking reform, it may be that federal or state governments could mandate some form of detracking. However, whether in response to federal pressure or not, detracking would need to be implemented district by district and the local school boards and superintendents would be responsible for detracking their district. These groups would need to design a plan to remove low-level tracks and reassign all students to higher-level classes. There are numerous possible detracking strategies and each district would need to decide on the plan that best fits the unique needs of their populations. Likely, most detracking would occur over an extended period of time and would begin in middle schools and replace the current tracked system as those middle schoolers move on to high school. In any case, supporters of this strategy cite the numerous and well-documented studies of schools that have successfully detracked as evidence that detracking could prove to be of tremendous value to policymakers looking to meaningfully reform the educational system (Oakes and Wells 1998, Welner and Burris 2005, Burris et al 2010).
In order to detrack effectively, school systems would need to spend a large amount of money reorganizing and retraining their teachers, as lower-level tracks would be eliminated and all teachers would be required to teach curriculum traditionally reserved for students in upper-level courses. Money would need to be spent buying curriculum, books, and teaching materials to suit the new structure. Additionally, studies show that detracking often is very area-specific and different districts need to go about the detracking process differently (Rubin 2008, Welner and Burris 2010). So, research would need to be commissioned to gain insight into the specific needs of each district in order to enact the changes strategically for each area. However, it is important to note that, thought the up-front costs would be substantial, a detracking policy would not change the longer-term educational costs as it would not require more teachers or any substantial change in facilities or administration. In fact, it is possible that there would even be long term savings, as school systems would need to spend less money on testing for the purpose of determining tracks, as well as because districts would need to invest less capital in curriculum, as all students would be held to the same curricular standards. 
Though the costs of detracking are high, research shows that detracking leads to high levels of racial integration within school classrooms. Schools that are detracked are much less likely to have high levels of segregation and students in such schools are more likely to find themselves in racially diverse classrooms (Rubin 2003). This is intuitive because, if there are no ‘levels’ into which minority students can be tracked, there is effectively no mechanism by which segregation can occur. 
In the same vein, detracking has been shown to result in dramatic improvements among minority students. A study of a Long Island school district that detracked their mathematics curriculum demonstrated the magnitude of the impact of detracking on minority students. The percentage of African-American students who passed the New York Regents Math examination (an exam measuring whether or not students were achieving the highest level of math proficiency) jumped from 23% to over 75% (Burris et al 2010). More amazingly, the percentage of white and Asian students who passed the exam increased from 54% to nearly 100% (Burris et al 2010). This study supports the hypothesis that detracking movements benefit all students, not only minority and low-achieving students. Though these results are not universally supported by social science research, there is a general consensus among those who study the achievement gap that detracking efforts (if they are undertaken carefully and thoughtfully) can result in large gains for all students, regardless of race.
[bookmark: _Toc445376750][bookmark: _Toc445924375]Models of School Board Decision Making
	It appears that the bulk of the research on the theory behind how school boards make decisions was conducted over 20 years ago. However, the basic structure of the governance of education has changed little in that time, so it’s likely the the broad theoretical models may still be helpful. The literature that does exist on school board decision making suggests two possible models of decision making processes: political and professional (Greene 1992). School board members who take the political attitude often see themselves as tangibly representing the interests of their constituents to the school administration, propose new policies to school decision makers, actively insert themselves into administrative decisions, and emphasize the role they play in holding the school system accountable to the public (Greene 1992). Boards that take this attitude are much more likely to have split votes in public meetings as they have factions that purport to represent different sectors of the public (Lutz 1980). By contrast, school board members who take a professional posture see their role much more technically: they approve policy measures brought forward by the school administration, liaise between the public and the administration, and generally defer to the superintendent both on matters of policy and practice (Greene 1992). Boards that conceptualize their role this way are more likely to vote unanimously on nearly everything (Lutz 1980). Studies in the 1970’s demonstrated that the majority of school boards view themselves professionally rather than politically and follow up studies in the 1990’s confirmed that the same held true nearly 20 years later (Greene 1992). However, there was a substantial move toward political orientation during that 20-year period, which researchers hypothesized may be due to increased political polarization within the field of education policy (Greene 1992, Zeigler et al 1985).  
[bookmark: _Toc445376751][bookmark: _Toc445924376]The Impact of Race
	Though race surely has major implications for the way school board members frame issues of inequality, I’d like to clarify what exactly my goal when dealing with the impact of race. It is undoubtedly true that race profoundly shapes the way we see the world on every level. However, this study is not designed to assess the theoretical frameworks that researchers have proposed to explore the mechanisms by which race impacts decision-making or the directionality of the influence of race on ideology. Instead, given the exploratory nature of the project, my goals are much more narrow. Of course, I do plan to comment on the extent to which race appears to influence school board members’ degree of knowledge about policies designed to combat racial inequality and their structural/cultural orientation. However, I will not try and embed my observations within a larger theoretical framework of any kind. To do this is would be nearly impossible both because of the small sample size as well as the actual content of the interviews, though I hope that my findings will be able to guide researchers looking to do such work with board members. So, while I acknowledge the importance and impact of larger conversations about race, I don’t plan to review the research here. There is, however, a small body of research on how the race of board members in particular may impact their orientation towards school inequality. 
	Two of the three pieces of research that examine the racial attitudes of board members are from the three decades following 1954, a fact that is unsurprising since the years following the Brown decision were rife with conflict over the end of school segregation and board members were tasked with figuring out the mechanics of the integration process (Daniel 1983, Wirth 1981). Both articles reach essentially the same conclusion: black board members deal with issues of race and inequality very differently than their white counterparts. Daniel’s found that black board members universally believed school systems were not serving black students well, while around 85% of white board members believed the school to be doing an adequate job (1983). To a similar degree, he found that black board members were generally more critical of school structure than their white counterparts (Daniel 1983). However, he did find that black board members perceived themselves as more influential than their white counterparts, particularly on matters of race (Daniel 1983).
	Wirth investigated school board attitudes on the issue of equality that seemed most controversial at the time: integration (1981). Wirth found that, though white school board members tended to favor integration at a higher rate than the general public, they still looked upon the practice much less favorably than their black counterparts (1981). For example, while 95% percent of black school board members favored federal intervention to force integration, only 50% of the white school board members believed the same. Importantly, both studies are over 40 years old, so it is not obvious that their results will hold for my sample. 
	In 1990, only slightly more recently, Christopher Dennis did examine how the race of school board members in a given district is correlated with less inequality. Dennis found that a greater percentage of black school board members was associated with less discriminatory tracking practices, fewer black suspensions, and less frequent use of corporal punishment on black students (1990). Though Dennis’s research does not deal with school board attitudes directly, his implicit conclusion in the study is that it was black board member activism that helped the districts in question create more equitable polices (1990). 
[bookmark: _Toc445376752][bookmark: _Toc445924377]The Impact of Political and Religious Ideology
	Shockingly, aside from studies after Brown completely dedicated to exploring the impact of ideology on integration views, there is almost no research on the ways that political and religious values may impact the way school board members view issues of inequality. Wirth’s study, discussed in the previous section, did predictably find political liberals less hostile toward federally mandated integration (1981). However, this study is less illuminating for a discussion of political views than it is for issues of race, primarily it did not discuss specific ideological drivers, instead focusing on binary political affiliation. This makes the almost impossible to use nearly 40-50 years later without a complex analysis of political changes over time. This lack of reach is particularly disappointing as, though board elections in most states are not partisan, there can be little doubt that political affiliation plays some role in school board decision making. Additionally, the types of decision that board members make are specific enough that it is far from self-evident how research on politics at other levels of the education system might apply. In fact, it seems as though attempts to use paradigms from research at other levels would be indicative of the bias of the research rather than any empirically valid statement about the actual effects of politics on board members. 
	However, in 2004 Mellissa Deckman published a book about the intersection of evangelical religion and conservative politics within local school board elections. A political scientist at Washington University, she used survey data and conducted case studies in two southern districts. Unfortunately, Deckman seems most concerned with issues like sex education and religion in schools (2004). To the extent that her book does spend some time dealing with the interactions between religion, politics, and racial inequality, it does so only tangentially. Deckman discusses traditional, “return to morality” narratives spun by conservative Christian board members often involves changing history curriculum to deemphasize civil rights movements of all kinds, including those for racial minorities (2004). So, her data does seem to suggest that those board members who hold traditionalist frameworks may be resistant to arguments about racial inequity, as they are often grounded in a civil rights narrative. Additionally, she found liberal board members to be more concerned about the separation of church and state and less likely to attribute their views to religious ideology (Deckman 2004). This finding in particular influenced my hypothesis that religious discussion would be inversely correlated with empirically valid views on racial inequality. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376753][bookmark: _Toc445924378]The Impact of Access to Research
 	Finally, there is some literature on how access to research can inform board members as they craft policy and advocate within their districts.  However, as with several of the previous sections, the research is very limited. Though there does seem to be some research interest on how research can impact state-level policymakers, few have studied how access to academic literature and empirical research evidence can influence how school board members view racial inequality. The first of two relevant studies comes from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and investigated the extent to which research played a role in the decision-making processes of three Wisconsin school boards. Though they generally focused on group dynamics rather than individual level factors, several findings of the study are applicable to a more individualistic framework. The researchers attended 160 board meeting and did a detailed analysis of the type of evidence that board members used when discussing policy proposals (Asen et al 2013). Research evidence was used less than any other category of evidence they identified. However, when it was used, it was almost always used to bolster support for an existing policy position, rather than as a reference when confronted with indecision about a given policy (Asen et al 2013). Perhaps unsurprisingly, they also found that subjects who had a research background tended to appeal to research more often.
The second resource was authored by Harris Cooper, an education researcher who had spent four years on his local school board. In the article, Cooper attempts to use his individual experience to explain why it may be that research does not play a larger role in school board policymaking (2004). In his platform, Cooper explicitly addressed the lack of empirical evidence in previous policy, and even made teacher bias one of three central issues of his campaign (2004). Cooper also found that there was a general skepticism about research on his board and traced the skepticism back to several factors: conflicting and complex results, specialized jargon, and linguistic gaps. 
First, he identified that board members often seemed skeptical of research because the results were either too complex to be interpreted by a layperson or that research appeared inconsistent. In the research world, conflicting results are common and researchers have learned to conceptualize any given result in a much broader schema of discovery, as well as identify the empirical ‘strength’ of studies. By contrast, the average board member lacked the skills to determine how to act when presented with such conflicting research. Similarly, researchers themselves are comfortable around regressions, confidence intervals, and variables. This level of complexity is lost on most school board members. Similarly, discipline specific jargon was off-putting to other board members (Cooper 2004). 
Cooper also identified a deeper language gap between researchers and his fellow board members. He quickly realized that the language of research and the language of politics were fundamentally dissimilar. Whereas research attempts to present information in an ostensibly unbiased manner, political speech is often most effective when it is emotionally charged. Though board members are most often elected in a non-partisan way, they still have to be elected. This tension between political and scientific speech makes the average researcher poorly equipped to function in the sphere of the school board. Cooper learned that the most effective way was to influence his fellow board members as well as his constituency was to adopt the language of the politician and to translate empirical findings accordingly (Cooper 2004). Though Cooper’s insights are enlightening, he did not systematically collect and analyze data of any type and drew only upon his own experience. Also, given that he only had interactions with a single board, it is difficult to draw any general conclusions from his work. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376755][bookmark: _Toc445924379]Data and Methods
	The data for the study was collected over the course of nine months from April-December of 2015. I began the process of data collection in April by narrowing the number of districts of interest to a group of seven adjacent North Carolina districts. The districts were selected primarily for their geographic convenience, but also based on their relative diversity on several variables of interest. The group contained at least one suburban, rural, and urban district and the seven varied extensively in terms of racial composition and average socioeconomic status. Once the districts were selected, I reached out to the resulting group of 47 school board members by email, explaining my project and requesting that agree to a 1.5-hour interview with me at a location of their convenience. In this initial email and my subsequent scheduling conversations, I did not mention my interest in racial inequality, as I wanted to give the board members the opportunity to bring up issues of race in the interview without prompting.
Following this initial email, I had 10 school board members agree to interview, 4 who declined to participate (usually citing busy schedules) and 32 who did not respond at all. After spending the summer interviewing those who had agreed to participate, I sent a second email in August to the 32 who had not responded, reiterating my desire to set up a time to interview. Following this email, 6 additional board members responded, each of whom was also interviewed over the next three months. All told, I conducted 16 interviews, each of which lasted between 50-120 minutes. My final response rate was ~32%. 
The sample included multiple members from four districts and a single member from the remaining three. Of the interviewees, three were men and twelve were women, which notably departs from the original list of possible interviewees, of witch 45% were male. Of the final set of interviewees, five self-identified as members racial or ethic minority groups, and the remaining eleven self-identified as Caucasian. This appears to approximately mirror the demographic composition of those I emailed. 
	As I reference many of the board members by name in the results section by name, I have included below a table listing the names of each board member I interviewed, their race, and select information about their districts. Names have been changed to preserve anonymity and district information is only discussed broadly to prevent the identification of the districts I studied. 
	Name
	Race/Ethnicity
	District Urbanicity
	District Racial Diversity
	District Poverty Level

	Ron Woodward
	White
	Suburban
	Low
	Low

	Gail Smith
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	Low
	Moderate

	Martha Stewart
	Black
	Suburban
	Low
	Low

	Maggie Boyd
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	High
	Moderate

	Leo Gerrard
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	Low
	Moderate

	Carla Weinstein
	Black
	Suburban
	Low
	Low

	Emily Peters
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	Low
	Moderate

	Carol Dwain
	White
	Urban/Suburban
	High
	High

	Ina Cook
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	Low
	Moderate

	Laura Cooper
	White
	Urban/Suburban
	High
	High

	Katrina Carter
	White
	Rural
	High
	High

	Debbie Taico
	Black
	Rural/Suburban,
	High
	Moderate

	Winston Thomas
	Black
	Rural
	Moderate
	High

	Arielle Brown
	White
	Urban/Suburban
	High
	High

	Maria Dawson
	Hispanic
	Rural/Suburban
	High
	Moderate

	Keith Pierre
	White
	Rural/Suburban
	Low
	Moderate



Each interview was held in a private location of the interviewee’s choosing and was recorded using a mobile phone. Aside from introductions at the beginning of the interview and small talk on either end, the interviews were recorded in full. In the rare event that the interviewee said something of interest after the recording device was disabled, I described the interaction into the recorder to the best of my memory immediately following the interview. An interview guide was used to direct the conversation during each interview and I was careful to ensure that every question was answered during each interview. However, the interviews were only semi-structured and, based on the interviewees responses, certain questions may have been omitted or added. Generally, questions were only omitted when the board member had answered it as part of a previous response. More often, I asked additional follow-up questions prompted by their responses.
In the development of the interview guide, I had several important goals. First, and most obviously, was to operationalize my research question in a workable way. So, before writing the interview guide itself, I identified a set of important theoretical constructs that could manageably be used to measure the degree to which the school board members approached policies in their schools in an evidenced-based and racially sensitive way. Since I wanted to measure the degree to which school board members understand some of the most important structural drivers of racial inequality and the appropriate responses, I chose two important vectors of inequality: teacher bias and ability grouping. I explained in detail my reasoning for choosing these two phenomena in the literature review. Additionally, because of my interest in how school board members frame the causes of these issues (and how access to academic literature may or may not influence this framing), I identified the board member’s structural or cultural orientation as another item of interest. 
In addition to these constructs, I identified a set of three factors that I believed had the highest likelihood of impacting the way that school board members frame and respond to issues of race in their districts. First, is the model of decision-making that the school board members employ, using the professional/political framework that I explained in the literature review. Secondly, I decided to explore two dimensions of values and ideology: religious and political affiliation. Finally, to answer my second research question, I attempted to asses the degree to which board members had access to academic research in education policy. 
Once I had defined all the constructs of interest, I wrote an interview guide designed to operationalize them. Importantly, given that this project is intended to be exploratory, I did not want the questions to too narrowly assume what would be important. Instead, I wanted to allow the interviewee an their responses to guide the discussion, with the hope of gaining insight that a more narrowly tailored study would preclude. The questions I developed fall into several broad categories. First, is general information about the interviewee and their time on the board, including what motivated them to run for election. These questions were generally asked at the start of the interview and only occasionally elicited responses that were useful in answering my research questions. More often, they helped set the tone for the interview and made the conversation flow more naturally than it would have otherwise. 
Second, the guide contains a set of questions about how the school board member makes decisions about policy within their district, including questions about what inputs most inform how they respond to challenges in their schools. These questions were designed to assess ideology and decision making-models within a natural framework. Third, there were several questions designed to encourage the interviewee to deal directly with issues of race and inequality. This section included questions prompting the school board member to describe the state of the achievement gap within their district (which could be compared to the publically available data) and to explain the causes of the gaps. Additionally, several questions in this section were designed to assess the ways in which their district is currently working to address racial inequality. Fourth, there are several questions that ask about the extent to which the interviewee feels connected to academic literature, and the ways in which that connection informs their views. Finally, the end of the interview guide contained some basic demographic questions, including one dealing explicitly asking for political affiliation. The full interview guide is included as an appendix. 
After the interviews were completed, each interview was transcribed verbatim and two different methods were used for textual analysis: manual and computer-based analysis. Manually, I reviewed every transcript, created short summaries, and made notes of major themes. I paid special attention to any interview sections related to the constructs of interest and also noted the location of quotes I thought would best represented these themes. After I finished reviewing all the transcripts, I organized these notes and used them to create a set of codes for use in Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis program. For example, since in my thematic analysis I realized that several board members used language of “color-blindness” I created a code that could be attached to interview quotes of that sort. Additionally, I included a set of general codes that could be attached every time a board member mentioned topics of interest like race, poverty, politics, or religion.  I then, coded each transcript in Atlas, adding new codes as I recognized new themes. These coded transcripts were mostly used to assess patterns in the data, as Atlas can be used to analyze at word counts, co-occurrences, and code networks. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376756][bookmark: _Toc445924380][bookmark: _Toc445376759]Results and Discussion
During the data analysis phase, a number of major themes and relationships started to become apparent. To explain these findings, I will begin by sharing and discussing a major and unexpected insight that I think will help frame the rest of my results: many board members were ignorant about the level of inequality that goes on in their districts. I will then move to a discussion of the structural/cultural framework and the extent to which the data suggests it is helpful as a dependent variable. I will then move to a discussion of the impact of each of the independent variables in turn. I will first deal with race, move on to ideology, and end with a discussion of the importance of access to research. Then, following an explanation of the importance of my findings, I will end this section with some recommendations for future research. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376758][bookmark: _Toc445924381]Understanding of District-Level Inequality
	One of the first major insights I had when analyzing the data is the extent to which school board members are disconnected the data about racial inequality for their own districts. When posing my research question, I assumed that such high level district officials would undoubtedly be aware of the state of racial inequality within their schools. This turned out not to be the case. Though estimating prevalence would be unwise given such a small sample, the fact that there are numerous board members who are unconnected to district level data on inequality is important. As a point of information, every district in which I interviewed (like nearly every district across the country) disproportionately tracked students of color into low level class and suspended/expelled minority students at a much higher rate than their white peers. Every board member that I interviewed gave approximately correct data on the free and reduced lunch rates in their district, and most could roughly estimate the demographic data for the students in their district. However, only a handful were able to provide information about the racial composition of their gifted programs and upper level courses or the racial disparities in the disciplinary actions taken by the schools in their district. It is important to note that I did not prompt the board members to numerically estimate the degree to which these vectors of racial inequality are present in their districts nor did I initially ask them to comment on the possible causes. Instead, I asked in general terms whether or not they believed such disparities were present in their districts. Interestingly, many were uncertain whether or not such disparities existed in their districts at all.  Such confusion was surprisingly common. Most disturbingly of all, several board members were insistent that such disparities were not present in their schools. Emily Brown was dismissive about the existence of such inequality:
JG: Um, so in your opinion are there, are there issues of inequality in your district […]
EB: In our schools, no.
This is particular surprising given that Emily is from the district with the largest racial gaps of those I studied. Of course, not all school board members appeared disconnected from the data for their schools. Arielle Brown was when asked to what degree there were differences in tracking rates for white and minority students in her district:
JG: In many schools across the country, white students are overrepresented in AP classes and minority students are overrepresented in lower level classes. What is this gap like in your district? 
AB: It's ... it's stark and it's stark at what’s offered at different schools. 
All told, only seven of the interviewees seemed aware enough of the disparities in their district to be comfortable discussing them and only three explicitly discussed being exposed to the data. The other four were aware of the disparities either through personal experience or anecdotal evidence. 
	This trend concerning given that district level data is easily accessible online to the general public. One would think that at the very least bard members would be exposed to data for their own districts, even if they are disconnected from external research on racial inequality. At least in this case, the professionalism model seems an unlikely explanation for the lack of knowledge among board members. Though I didn’t ask any questions specifically about how the interviewees viewed the responsibilities of school board members as it relates to such data, I cannot imagine that any of them would have claimed that an examination of district level data is outside of their professional roles. Even the staunchest “professionals” in the group seemed to value their connection to their districts and often were proud to demonstrate statistics like free and reduced lunch rates, school-level enrollment numbers, graduation rates, and more. Unfortunately, the interview questions I asked were not designed to illuminate the causes of this particular disconnect.
However, I think there are several plausible explications for these results. First, it is possible that some of the board members who expressed uncertainty about the existence of racial inequality in their districts did so because they did not wish to give me incorrect information. This possibility is supported by the fact that most of the board members who expressed uncertainty about the existence of inequality in their districts did not seem surprised when I later asked them questions directly referencing the achievement gap in their districts. Additionally, it is possible that they interpreted the questions about the existence of racial inequality in their district to be a questions not about the actual numerical racial disparities, but rather about the extent to which inequality due exclusively to race is present in their districts. As I will discuss in a subsequent section, a number of board members believe that all racial inequalities can be explained by SES. So, board members who were unsure about the levels of racial inequality in their district may have been working under the belief that little if any of the gap is attributable to race. My sense from the interviews is that some combination of these two factors explains the seeming confusion about district level data. However, the interviews themselves contain little conclusive evidence either way.  
If it is true that most school members simply do not know that large gaps exist in their districts, the implications for my study could be profound. Ostensibly, a lack of connection to district level data could help explain why school board members are not more interested in solving problems of racial inequality. Isn’t it possible that the whole of the disconnect between research and practice? I don’t believe so. Even in the worst case—if indeed most school board members were completely unconnected to the data on racial inequality for their own districts—I still believe my results can be useful. This is primarily because familiarity the with issues of teacher bias and tracking (the dependent variable I did measure) would not be predicated on the existence of those phenomena in their own districts. As I explained previously, anyone even slightly connected to the literature on education policy would almost certainly be aware that they tend to be problems across the country. And I see no self-evident reason to think that school-board members’ interest in research generally would be determined by their knowledge about racial inequality in their districts. If anything, I’m inclined to believe that the lack of district level knowledge makes my investigation of interest in academic literature even more important: perhaps if they were more generally connected to the literature on education policy they would be more inclined to look at the data in their own districts. Either way, I plan to frame my results under the assumption that district level disconnect does not explain the larger empirical disconnect that motivated my research.  I will, however, discuss the consequences that would result if this assumption does not hold when it is relevant. 
[bookmark: _Toc445924382][bookmark: _Toc445376757]Framing Inequality	
	I was pleased to find that the data validated the fact that the general the theoretical framework of structural vs. cultural explanations did tend to hold for my sample: board members tended to gravitate almost exclusively toward one or the other explanation of inequality. This was true for all of the interviewees. A subset of school board members returned again and again to a narrative of student choice and parental responsibility. Leo Gerrard had this to say about the role that parents play in racial achievement gaps:
LG: Uhm, some kids bring so much baggage to school in, in, in, in the form of health and lack of parental guidance or adult guidance and, uhm, all they’ve done is maybe watch TV in the first five years of their lives and it’s, and, and, uhm, they, they, they, they bring so much baggage and the schools really are not equipped to deal with it. And it’s not just here, it’s everywhere.
Though this is a particularly extreme example, many other board members expressed similar sentiments:
EP: I think some kids, my best friend is a teacher and she has got several kids that there is no dad, sometimes the mom is in and out, they stay or live with an aunt; they stay with an aunt or a grandmother.  And quite frankly, they just do not give a crap because nobody cares about them, so why am I supposed to care?  And that is the kid that if you touch in the hall, bump up against them, they are going to fight and they are not even mad; they are just done[…].You know, I have had women that have brought crack instead of a baby formula. 
 To clarify, I do not intend to deny the truth of any of these statements in isolation. In fact, it is undoubtedly true that family and individual level factors have important implications for student achievement. However, the school boards with a strong structural focus tended to use this fact to absolve the school of any responsibility for inequality. Leo’s statement above: he ends by claiming that the schools are not equipped to deal with the gaps that students bring to school. Implicitly, he was suggesting that the level of inequality really is not the district’s fault. Just as it is true that individual and family level variables play a role in inequality, as we saw in the literature review, school level factors can also dramatically impact minority student achievement. However, school boards only have the ability to do something about these school level factors; individual and family level problems are completely inaccessible to them. So, such a cultural focus seems out of place in a group whose primary concern is ostensibly school policy. This does seem to have real implications for how board members address issues on the ground. Emily Peters had this to say:
JG: Do you ever see examples of racial bias among administrators or teachers in your district?  Do you think that is ever a problem?  
EP: I have not since I have been [a school board member…]  I recently did the community police academy[…] and we have several weeks of learning the ins and outs, everything about a police department.  And the chief was telling us that, you know, he has got to hire more diversity.  He said, but, he said, for instance, with black males, with all the press that is going on, that deep seed of do not trust law enforcement goes way down in their youth, and that means we have got to start even younger[…] those kids inherit the mindset of their environment. 
Somehow the board member was able to pivot from a question about teacher bias to a discussion of the distrust of the police among black males. I can identify no other motivation for such a response except blame reassignment, which in this case prevented a discussion about teacher bias.  This type of blame reassignment happened directly in three different interviews. To the extent that board members were able to shift the burden of responsibility for equality away from the schools and onto individual students and families, they seemed less concerned with the district’s ability to structurally address racial inequality. None of the interviewees who had a consistently cultural narrative believed teacher bias to be a problem in their district or expressed any discomfort with their schools’ tracking practices. 
On the other hand, the majority of board members did deal with structural explanations for the achievement gap in their districts. However, I noticed two distinct groups among those who framed inequalities structurally: those who were concerned only with external structural factors and those who focused primarily on internal school structure. The former group focused almost exclusively on a single external factor, namely the socioeconomic status of the students in question. As I mentioned previously, most school board members were connected to their districts’ data on how many students receive free or reduced lunch (a generally accepted measure for identifying the socioeconomic breakdown of a school), but few are equally connected to the more granular data about minority student achievement. Similarly, many board members frame issues of inequality only in terms of SES, instead of race. The quote I chose to include in the introduction is a great example of this trend: Gail believed that nearly all of the issues of inequality in her district were the result of poverty issues, and firmly denied that any disparities along racial lines was due only to the correlation between race and SES.
Interestingly, my interviews with this type of structuralist generally took on a similar character to those board members with a more cultural orientation in some important ways. Though appeals to socioeconomic status and issues of poverty are of course structural rather than cultural, poverty is an external structural factor decidedly out of the control of the school board. Consequently, the board members who were most focused on poverty tended to focus on its external nature and use concerns about SES to explain away district racial disparities. These explanations crowd out dialogue about other internal structural issues which are within the purview of the  school board. This type of obfuscation was present in at least seven of the interviews (i.e. the board member focused on poverty and did not consider school structural factors to be relevant). 
	This is not to say that these board members did not consider the school to have a role in closing the achievement gaps created by poverty. To the contrary, many considered it a moral imperative to do so and spent a great deal of time talking about the steps that their districts are taking to combat the effects of low SES on achievement. Leo commented on this duty several times:
JG: So, you feel like the primary driver is poverty. Do you feel like there are other mechanisms by which […] minority students are disadvantaged?
LG: I, I, think the primary driver is poverty and, uhm, a lot, a lot of that manifest itself in kids that don’t have enough to eat. Maybe they don’t have the best clothes to wear, sometimes they just don’t have a proper clothes to wear to school. I think our social workers do a good job. Our churches, our faith community has started jumping in and helping the schools with, uh, with tutoring, lunch buddies, backpack food, backpacks for the weekend, uhm, and, and we’re seeing more, more of your -- more churches and the faith, member of the faith community jumping in and helping that than we did two or three years ago.
Not only was his district attempting to close the gaps, but they were also engaging other community stakeholders to care for impoverished students. There were, of course, varying degrees of optimism among the board members about the districts’ prospects of closing socioeconomic achievement gap, but most expressed confidence that at the very least the gaps could be narrowed. In any case, despite this focus on the power of school policy to close gaps, it is important to note that not a single one of this type of structuralist indicated that they believed school structure to be responsible for creating or reinforcing inequality of any type. Instead they focused on the schools’ active and positive role in reducing gaps based on SES. This failure to identify problematic areas of school structure and policy distinguishes this group from other structuralist board members. 
	The second type of structuralist that I identified tended to focus on internal school structure rather than external social structure. These board members generally avoided any discussion of student culture. However, they all did mention social structure at some point in the interview and did discuss the role that the district may have in dealing with the impacts of poverty on student achievement. However, they also would acknowledge the role that schools can play in cementing and even creating gaps. Winston Thomas exemplified this view:
WT: [W]e got an issue a couple of months ago about the academic -- the gifted program.  In order to be in AG program, you have to be identified and recommended.  If nobody recommended you, you're not going to be in there and I -- my point was you can't tell me that you can't -- if you got out of school that's 4 to 5% minority, that you can have a program, but no minority in it, something's wrong with the person that's in charge of your program.  You're not recommended.  Uh, it's like a lot of time, you may try to find a kid that's a teen.  You may not always find a teen, but you may find a seven or eight that may work up to a teen. But if you don't give them that opportunity, they won't ever get it, you see.
Given that is the only of the three viewpoints acknowledges the impact of school structure, it is the most empirically valid. Additionally, it seems to make the most practical sense, at least to the extent you believe that board members should attempt to remain focused on the things over which they have control. 
	Before moving on to a discussion of the independent variables I worked with, there are a couple of conceptual issues that are worth noting. It is important to realize that the independent/dependent variable distinction begins to seem reductive when dealing with structural vs. cultural models. I chose to label the theoretical model of the board member as a dependent variable and, since this categorization schema holds for the whole sample, it will be easier to treat it as such. However, though it does seem reasonable to assess the extent to which race, ideology and research access can influence the way board members frame inequality, in two cases the relationship may be bidirectional. It is also likely that structural vs. cultural framing may play some role in influencing political/religious ideology or the way that board members interact with research. Given my research question and the nature of my data, I will primarily assess their relationship in only one direction. This is not at all a denial that the relationship could plausibly be assessed the other way. 
[bookmark: _Toc445924383]Decision Making Models
	As expected from the research, each interviewee did tend toward either a political or professional orientation in their approach to their responsibilities as board members. With two exceptions, all the board members I interview aligned most with the professional or technical framework. When asked about their responsibilities, most seemed primarily concerned with issues like start and end dates, school transfers, and redistricting.  This is unsurprising given that these are all legislatively prescribed as board responsibilities and cannot be delegated to the superintendent. Moreover, discussions of unanimous votes, general deferral to the superintendent, and distance from the actual operations of the district were all very common. For example:
MD: The basic role of a school board member is policy, more or less. Of course, we hire and fire.  We approve policies.  Uh, our job is not to run the school system [a]nd um, what I mean by that, it's not a hands-on thing[…] we know our role. 
This language was not uncommon. Five of interviewees directly stressed the importance of “knowing their place” as school board members. Contextually, this meant rarely or never interfering with the superintendent as he or she administers the district. Thus, one one level it seems plausible that at least school board members are unconcerned with school-level inequality because they believe such issues are in the purview of the superintendent alone. However, every board member I interviewed referenced passions and projects that they had brought to the superintendent for consideration without prompting. Many of these board member had earlier stressed the importance of “knowing their place.” So, it seems unlikely that this separation of roles was interpreted to mean that school board members are not positioned to do advocacy work categorically, only that they should not be the ones actual dealing with teachers, principles, or students. So, this orientation alone is not sufficient to explain the disconnect between education research and board actions and priorities.
	However, a small group of board members seemed to gravitate toward a more political orientation. Since the categories were often fuzzy, somewhere between two and five board members could be included in this category. For the purpose of illustration, there were two board members who most certainly took a political stance toward their roles: Carla Weinstein and Ron Woodward. Both of these board members, serving on the same board, stressed the importance of advocacy to their role and seemed to have a much more expansive view of their responsibilities in their district. For example:
RW: I mean, we don’t always have the data readily available, um, and when we do it’s shocking and sometimes ugly and it’s, uh, it’s not fun conversations but, you know, we see that African-American students are five times as likely to be suspended, um, including the number three reason--no, number one reason for being suspended, um, when we first looked at the data was for skipping school. The board looked at that go, “Um, you're holding them out of school because they miss school? Tell me how that makes any sense or has any educational value whatsoever.” And the administration goes like, “Yeah, you're right.” And so they go off and change the policy. I mean, they--well, they don’t change policy by themselves, right? They go off and they change procedures and things that they control.
This selection was particularly unusual because the board in question not only accessed district level data, but used that data to confront the administration and initiate policy change. In contrast to the definitely professional group, these board members did not ever stress the limits of their role as board members and described heightened levels of interest in the actual administration of the district.
Interestingly, there was no clear relationship between the the board members’ decision making model and their views on inequality. Both of the overtly political board members were much more interested than the average member of the professional group in discussing issues of inequality and were more cognizant of the level of inequality in their district than most of their peers. However, I’m hesitant to explain this heightened awareness as a function of their decision making model, as neither connected the two in their interviews. Additionally, there was significantly more variability when taking a slightly less strict view of political orientation, which included three board members who did not display all the indicators of a political model but seemed closer to that view than the alternative. As far as I could identify, there were no meaningful differences between the group of five and the remaining eleven in terms of their conception of teacher bias and tracking as well as their categorization in the structural/cultural framework. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376760][bookmark: _Toc445924384]The Impact of Race
	Conversely, it was very easy to identify ways in which board members who were members of racial or ethnic minority groups were significantly different from their white peers. I’ll begin by examining their attitudes toward teach bias and tracking. All minority board members identified teacher bias as a potential factor in propagating inequality between white and black students and all but one also identified tracking as having similar consequences. However, their familiarity with the potential solutions for these issues varied. Two of the black board members seemed to approach the issues with a degree of resignation. Take for example this comment from Winston Thomas:
JG: So, how often do[…] the achievement gap and the issues of race come up in your school board meetings?  How often is that a topic of the conversation?
WT: When destiny comes up.
JG: When destiny comes up?
WT: They get the results back.
Clearly, Thomas experienced seeing discouraging numbers from the administration enough time that that he framed such inequality as part of destiny.
	Relatedly, minority board members were much more difficult to categorize as either structuralist or culturalist. In my final evaluation, I decided that they best fit in internal structuralist group, primarily because of their attitudes toward teach bias, tracking, and other forms internal forms of structural discrimination. However, unlike their white internal structuralist counterparts, they all also included cultural factors in their analysis of the causes of inequality. Generally, this took the form of stressing the importance of students making good choices.
Several times minority board members indicated a feeling of moral responsibility to instill similar values in students of color in his district. They seemed to feel a strong responsibility to instill a particular set of cultural values in minority students. Moreover, they seemed to feel uniquely positioned to communicate this set of values. This may also explain why white internal structuralists avoided talking about cultural issues. It is possible that they felt to right to engage in speculation about issues of culture. One visibly uncomfortable white board member communicated this directly:
IC: I want to say that, what as a white female, I have tried to, wade into that with opinions and thoughts, and I felt that I was doing disjust—injustice to the, um, to the problem, the he-- the waviness of the problem. I felt that, um, I was not doing it justice, and so, I’m cautious about it, I feel passionate that, um, I want it-- I want tho-- I want it to be addressed.
So, it seems that the ability to address and speak to cultural issues while also maintaining a focus on structural inequality may be confined to school board members who have experienced the set of structural and cultural factors of which they are speaking.
	Overall, it appeared that members board members tended to frame their role using an internal structuralist framework and understand inequality in a way most aligned with research findings. This is particularly interesting given that minority board members consistently took a very skeptical posture toward the power and validity of research. Again, Winston Thomas:
WT: So, I look at research.  I'm going to take—say this a wrong way.  I look at it as a grain of salt.
JG: Of course.
WT: If I can use, I can use it, but this is what it say it is. It helps me saying this is where we need to go.
He later indicated that he had found relying more heavily on his experience to be most effective. Similar sentiments were present in four of the five minority interviews, a much higher rate than in the white sample. Though it is far from certain, this does suggest that black views of inequality more likely to be informed by experience over data. This may also explain why they were more comfortable articulating the impacts of bias and tracking than they were discussing possible solutions: while research is often concerned with empirically tested solutions, experience likely gives a depth of understanding about the effects of such racialized school structures.
[bookmark: _Toc445376761][bookmark: _Toc445924385]The Impact of Political and Religious Ideology
	I will now to turn to an analysis of the ways that political and religious ideology seemed to influence school board members. I have ample evidence to suggest that school board members strongly believe that their core values play an important role in the decision-making process. However, I was surprised to find that the direction of the influence of religious and political ideology was not intuitive or consistent. I’ll begin with religion. I hypothesized that the degree to which religion influenced the framing of race and inequality would be inversely correlated with empirically driven frames (i.e. the more religious influence, the less rooted in empirically valid understandings of inequality and internal structuralist beliefs). However, this did not appear to be true. Four people referenced religious ideology in their responses, and in only one of these cases did the religious affiliation seem to drive incorrect or culturalist views of inequality. In this case, Emily Peters, the board member immediately indicated her evangelical Christian affiliation during her introduction and referenced how her faith informed her view on how student should behave. Emily’s rooted her views on this “student responsibility” in Christian religious ideals. Moreover, she was the only candidate that directly identified her values as the single most important driving factor in her decision-making processes. I believe there are at least two plausible interpretations of her interview. Either her particular brand of religious ideology really does dramatically influence her perception of racial inequality or some other unmeasured feature about her person determines both her view of race and her attraction to the evangelical religious ideology. Though her explicit statements suggested the former explanation, I’m inclined towards the latter, largely because of her political preferences (I will return to Emily in a moment). In any case, she was an outlier in my sample.
In the other three cases, references to religious ideology was found in conjunction with correct information about teacher bias and tracking, some familiarity with the methods researchers to suggest to combat these issues, and a strongly internal structuralist mindset. These board members connected their religious ideology to both their decisions to run and their views of inequality. Carla Weinstein exemplified this second mindset:
JG: Can you tell me about how you decided to become a school board member like the moment you decided to run and, sort of, went into that decision?
CW: Sure, sure. I--through church. It’s interesting that we’re here because through church I had become involved in a social justice group, [justice group] is--actually had a name before that but [justice group] is what it’s called now. And so I was involved in the community focused on education and, you know, talking to the community about what things they're working, what things they're not working, what things we needed to change. And then I, kind of--I got a little frustrated with that work. Making change from the outside is very difficult. 
The difference between the two brands of religious ideology is clear: instead of focusing on personal responsibility, Carla saw her Christian religion as being most concerned with justice and equity. Two other board members expressed similar sentiments. As with Emily Peters, the degree to which religion is actually directly influencing policymaking is unclear. In any case, these three members were among the most consistent and research-aligned in their articulation of the causes and solutions for inequality.
	While four board members did directly identify the influence of their religion on their decisions, fifteen of the sixteen interviewees indicated that they approach their decision making in a non-partisan way. In fact, most of them believed that a political framing would be inappropriate and misleading. Take for example Maria Dawson’s statement on the working of her board:
JG: I have heard from other school board members that North Carolina is thinking about doing away with this sort of nonpartisan process of school board elections.  
MD: That's correct.  We just heard that and I was very disappointed to hear that.  I actually feel that it should be nonpartisan because we represent the school system; we represent the schools, we represent all sorts of view, and we are not going to just represent those children or those families that believe the say way, in the same manner that we believed.  I think politics – I do not find politics interferes at all in our board. 
Many other board members expressed a similar distaste of mixing politics and education policy. In fact, two conservatives (including the one above) specifically aligned themselves against a proposal in the Republican-controlled NC legislature establishing partisan board elections. Three of the interviewees specifically detailed how their affiliation with their board had made them move toward a more independent view of politics generally. 
	However, there is evidence that politics are at least connected to views about inequality. For example, liberals were almost twice as likely to take an internal structural view of inequality as compared to their conservative counterparts. Similarly, both of those who denied the existence of racial inequality outright were conservative and conservatives were less likely to understand issues of teacher bias. One school board member also indicated that, while politics did not directly influence his decisions, policy issues were occasionally framed in political term during board meetings:
LG: Occasionally you’ll see something pop up that I think, well, that’s pretty far to the right.  Or, that’s maybe just a little too far to left.  Or whatever.
Though no other board member volunteered this insight, Leo serves on the board that provided five of my interviewees. Additionally, as I mentioned previously, Emily did indicate explicitly that politics impacted her decisions as a board member. Unsurprisingly, Emily also indicated a desire to run for a higher office in the future. 
	I should note that the political and religious ideologies are connected in the data. Emily is conservative and the three ‘justice’ focused Christians all strongly identified as liberal. I’d like to suggest a possible reason for this overlap. When looking at all the comments on race and faith, there seems to be a higher-level ideology at play. Given that none of the questions I asked got at this directly, this is only speculative, though the speculation is informed by the responses themselves. It seems that the relevant ideological responses were really expressions of two opposing orientations toward the world: one of personal responsibility and another of social responsibility. At first glance this may seem like a simple restatement of the structural/cultural divide. However, though they dovetail nicely, they are different. To this point, I have conceptualized the structural/cultural orientation as descriptive, in that it answers the question “what causes social inequality?” Conversely, the personal/social responsibility divide is normative; it answers the question “how should social inequality be addressed?” 
	Perhaps the descriptive does entail the normative, but they are undoubtedly different in kind. It also seems plausible that this normative framework explains the associations I found between political/religious ideology and attitudes toward inequality, as well as their relationship to teach other. With religion, while the respondents used Christian language, the fundamental difference between the two groups could be the personal/social responsibility narratives, simply attached to religion. This could hold for politics as well: the same basic worldview divide wrapped in political language. In this framework, it makes sense that political and religious orientations overlap, as they both represent and reinforce the same set of values about social inequality. It does seem self-evident that political and religious beliefs are connected, however I’m most interested in what dimension(s) of that connection has implications for school board decision-making. Toward that end, the personal/social responsibility divide seems to be the best candidate in light of the interviews I conducted. In any case, though my conversations with board members did reveal interesting associations and insights, I believe the limits of such a small-scale qualitative study preclude me from being to assess causality. 
[bookmark: _Toc445376762][bookmark: _Toc445924386]The Impact of Access to Research
	Finally, I’d like to review what the interviews indicated about the relationship that board members have with academic data. I’d like to begin by discussing the general views that board members had about research and empirical data. Generally, I found their views about the importance of academic literature to be positive. As I mentioned in the section on race, there was an undercurrent of skepticism among some board members, particularly those of color. However, even they did not discount the value of research. Instead, they viewed it as an important supplement to a more experientially grounded style of decision-making. In any case, I was surprised to find that most of the interviewees were very open to allowing research to inform their decisions. This however, would be of little value if they board members not actually encountering research. 
	Given this, I’d now like to talk about the ways that school board members are able to access data and academic literature on education-related matters. It appears that the most common channel by which academic research reaches board members is though regional and national organizations like the North Carolina School Board Association (NCSBA). Nearly every board member I interviewed mentioned the NCSBA, which provides trainings and news updates to board members across the state. Since board members are required to spend a certain number of hours each year doing continuing education, they often turn to the NCSBA. Most interviewees mentioned that the NCSBA did collect research that would be relevant, none were sure if much of this research was related to inequality. Additionally, though three interviewees did mention occasionally receiving emails from the NCSBA containing research summaries, they each admitted to reading this research only occasionally. No school board member referenced a time when NCSBA they acted upon research provided to them by the NCSBA. Instead, it appears that board members found the organization’s legal trainings most useful. 
	It also appears that board members get to view research passed on to them by their superintendent’s office. Nearly all of the board members described how the school administration will often summarize and forward research to them on topics of interest. However, when I pressed for more details, I generally found that this research was generally in the form of cited recommendations from the administration. For example, if the superintendent was recommending a new school start time policy, his proposal to the board would come with cited explanations about why the new policy would be better for the district. This, of course, is not a bad thing. However, more broad information from inequality research would be unlikely to make its way into such policy-specific proposals. It is worth noting that no board member indicated that these proposals ever included research suggesting the policy in question would have negative impacts. Thus it seems likely that research in this format is heavily culled and intended more to persuade than inform. Also, only a few board members said they ever actually looked at the cited research and none of these could remember the last time they did so.  
	Additionally, three board members talked about how their boards will sometimes request research from the superintendent on a particular issue, since his/her office is often more equipped to collect and summarize research from a variety of sources. Though three interviewees talked about this process, none of the three were able to remember a specific example of a time when they or their board had initiated such a request for research. This seems to indicate that very little research actually gets into board member’s hands through this way. 
	Finally, some board members mentioned accessing research on their own. Four board members in particular both expressed that this was an uncommon practice for them and could remember a time when they did so. Of the channels of access, this seemed to be the most likely to connect the board members to research on racial inequality. This is mostly because it involved the board members wading through research without it having been filtered or sorted for them. Thus, they would be more likely get a more diverse set of view on any given educational issue. Since there are academics connected nearly every policy issue to race and inequality (often informed by Critical Race Theory), it seems unlikely that board members would be able to avoid confrontations with literature on the impact of race in public school systems.
	In any case, through a variety of channels, I did find that around half of the interviewees felt themselves to be somewhat in touch with the research. On average, these board members did seem to better understand issues of tracking and teacher bias. They did also tend toward the an internal structuralist framing of inequality. This is unsurprising given that the two often go together (i.e. it is hard to talk about racial to bias without acknowledging a structural component to inequality).  Arielle Brown, a board member who held research in very high esteem, had this to say about tracking:
AB: So we believe in ... in heterogeneous grouping of children and are opposed to […] plans that would track children. 
Excitingly, there is some data to suggest that this heightened understanding may be causal. For example, Maggie Boyd directly tied her understanding of teach bias to her research:
JG: Do do you feel like there might be some racial bias […] in that labeling process? 
MB: I think the research shows [there is].
This is in sharp contrast to the way that most other school board members answered this question, as board members generally reported only their own perceptions about teacher bias. Maggie later indicated that, though she had never seen such bias personally, her understanding of the research was enough to convince her of its existence. As I will discuss in a moment, the rest of Maggie’s interview as well as her background suggested that it was indeed her access to research that shaped many of her views on inequality. This does suggest that, at least for certain individuals, research access may be enough to way their views on inequality related issues.  
	However, not all of those who discussed the importance of research followed this trend. Several other board members only referenced research in order to support a culturalist framing of inequality. Gail Smith had this to say:
GS: You know, we know that if a parent – you know, we learned that if a – the success of a child, there's a study, depends on the level of – that level of education of the mother, so if the mother’s educated, the child is more likely to be successful, if the mom is not educated then the child may not have the advantages.  
Of course, the information Gail cites is likely correct: there is almost certainly a connection between the education of a child’s mother and their own performance. However, she uses this fact to support a thesis that inequality is only due to family level factors. Though Gail obviously valued research enough to deploy it as evidence to support her culturalist framework, she seemed completely unconnected to any research about teacher bias and tracking. This was true for several other board members. Importantly, none of these board members claimed to access academic literature on their own as a part of their decision making process. This supports the rather obvious conclusion that board members valuing research enough to cite a few studies that support their worldviews is not alone enough to influence their beliefs about race and inequality. 
	Before on to a discussion of some possible applications for my findings, I would like to note another relationship I observed which further supports the conclusion that research can meaningfully impact how board members frame issues of racial inequality. Two of the board members that I interviewed had a backgrounds in scientific research: Arielle Brown and Maggie Boyd, both of whom were quoted above. Though their prior research experience was completely unconnected to education, these two women mentioned data and research three times more often than the average board member. Each of these women returned again and again to the importance of research in their decision-making, and Arielle Brown was the only person to identify research and data as the single most important factor in her approach to policymaking. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these two women were able to discuss in detail the ways in which both teach bias and tracking practices impact minority children. Moreover, they both identified empirically validated strategies their districts were taking to address these problems. Interestingly, neither of these women, both white, identified as liberal. Furthermore, both took a “professional” approach to their decision-making. Given just their political and demographic information, I would have predicted their views on inequality to be cultural in focus, with little or no emphasis on structural factors. I was able to identify no other explanation for their views aside from their value of academic research. Of course, this may be a function of the fact that I only collected a limited amount of information, and any analysis cannot extend beyond the data I collected. However, given that their research backgrounds were not in education, it seems unlikely that they entered their roles already connected to the literature and with correct framings of inequality. Instead, it seems more likely that their belief in the power of research (and possibly their ability to interpret it) helped them develop empirically valid views during the course of their board tenure.  
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[bookmark: _GoBack]I have mentioned several times before, the results of this study are limited in several important ways. First are the limitations imposed by the size and selection method of the sample. There are tens of thousands of school board members across the country, and a sample of sixteen can hardly reveal much about such a diverse population. Similarly, given that this study was conducted exclusively in North Carolina, regional level factors may make generalizing these results invalid. Moreover, the type of interview data I collected (in addition to the sample size), though it was revealing, cannot do much to demonstrate causal connections between my variables of interest. However, I think my data does have some potential for practical application and certainly can be helpful in framing future research.
Especially given that one of my research questions was intended to assess the degree to which stakeholders are utilizing academic research, I think it’s important to detail some possible ways in which I think people concerned with educational inequality can apply the findings of this study. I think these preliminary observational results have practical implications for three groups: district electorates, board members themselves, and education researchers. For the average citizen who is tasked with evaluating and voting for candidates, I hope my research will encourage a more thorough and thoughtful approach to the electoral process. Like me, I imagine that many citizens only give board platforms a cursory glance before voting for the candidate who has the best single page pitch for the future of the district. This is assuming they vote at all. I myself cannot remember a time that I have voted in a truly informed way for a school board member and, prior to conducting this research, I would have been hard pressed to name a single member of my local board. However, my research suggests that the ways that school board members make decisions about some of the most important district is influenced by and related to a host of factors, none of which would appear on a platform pamphlet. So, at the very least this data should motivate citizens to pay more carful attentions to factors like race, ideology, and research background when deciding how to vote. 
Similarly, I hope that this research will motivate board members in a couple of ways. First, and most broadly, I hope that it serves to underscore the important role board members can place in addressing racial inequality in their districts. Secondly, I think that my finding suggests board members should be thoughtful about the myriad of factors that influence the way that they approach issues impacting their schools’ most vulnerable students. Finally, I think my data suggests that the way that board members approach and access research may play a meaningful role in shaping their views. So, attempts to engage meaningfully with academic research an to learn to interpret those results correctly may be helpful.
Finally, I think this study plausibly suggests that the work we do as researchers can and does matter. When research makes its way into the right hands, it can meaningfully impact the policy decisions of board members. However, all too few of those on the ground actually engage with our research. So, perhaps we can be more intentional about making sure our research is accessible and visible to policymakers, they will be more likely to encounter and be influenced by our findings. Additionally, my intuition is that may of the board members I encountered lacked the training to interpret complex and technical findings. So, perhaps we can make an effort to translate our findings into language that is accessible to the sociologically uninitiated. 
	In addition to these thoughts about the practical implication for researchers, I think my results can help inform future research into school boards and their decision making processes, particularly as those decisions relate to inequality. Since this was intended as an exploratory study, these implications for future research are relatively extensive. To begin, I would also like to see more literature exploring how a more nuanced view of the structural/cultural distinction may better illuminate how policymakers (especially board members) make decisions. Though I posited internal/external distinction, it seems plausible that a better framework may exist for categorizing the views of policymakers who have influence over a specific area of government (which may allow for them to shift blame onto other social or governmental structural factors). 
I think also my data indicates that there may be cause to revisit the 23-year-old literature on the models of board decision-making. Though I was able to categorize my interviewees as either professional or political, I found the distinction generally unhelpful. Not only did this distinction lack much predictive power in my particular context, but it seemed to me that most board members used elements of both frameworks to conceptualize their roles.
Since my research suggested links between the each of the independent variables—race, politics, and religion—and the framing/knowledge of issues around racial inequality, I believe each of these factors warrants some further exploration. Though it may seem self-evident that board members of color better conceptualize the causes of the achievement gap, the reasons for this connection were not completely clear to me. Additionally, I think there is reason to explore the impacts of the black board member’s unique focus on cultural considerations. Similarly, I think that researchers should explore the subtle ways that politics and religion can influence board members in the ostensibly secular and anti-partisan realm of board decision-making. I’d also like to see research into the ways in which the influence of these two types of ideologies intersects in the decisions local policymakers.
There is also much still to be learned about how academic research can play a role in district level decisions. Though my data plausibly suggests that making research more available might have positive implications for minority students, this is by no means certain. Additional research into the extent to which empirical evidence can tangibly sway the votes and actions of board members is necessary. Moreover, there may be much to be gained by exploring the best and most effective ways to get digestible summaries of academic literature into the hands of those who can best act upon its findings. 
 Finally, there are undoubtedly a number of variables that influence how board members frame and respond to issues of race in their districts. I would like to suggest two more factors that I believe warrant further exploration: district urbanicity and board member tenure. During my discussions with several board members, it occurred to be that the urbanicity of their districts must play a huge role in shaping their views on inequality. Not only do large cities have more and different issues of inequality, they have more accountability from their communities (simply by virtue of size). The reverse surely holds true for more rural districts. However, I could find no research on the subject. Secondly, several board members commented on the which they had changed during their service. Though I didn’t have enough data to notice trends, I think is a productive line of inquiry. 
In closing, I’d like to make a sobering observation that both suggests a topic of future research and contextualizes my project. Though it was beyond the scope of my research and data to analyze the extent to which board attitudes are correlated with the size of school achievement gaps, I did have the opportunity to look over district data during each interview. The numbers are clear: even in the districts with the most involved and racially aware board members, huge gaps persist and many have not narrowed over the last ten years. I think it is worth asking, even with the most empirically driven and corporative members, what percentage of these gaps can school boards meaningfully close? However, even if the answer is numerically small, I do believe that limited, iterative changes are worthwhile. And I am encouraged to see that research may be able to influence this level of policymaking.  So, I’d like to end by answering the question I alluded to in the title of the thesis. Do studies like this one matter? Though schools remain depressingly unequal and many policymakers often seem utterly disconnected from the information they need to make informed decision, I have reason to believe that they do. 
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Below is the interview guide I used. Depending on how the interviewee responded, some questions may have been omitted (usually because they had already been answered) or I may have asked additional clarifying questions. 

Tell me about yourself and how you became a school board member.
· What is your highest level of education?
· What is your full-time occupation?
· Have you worked in education in any other capacity other than as a school board member?

Tell me about the moment you decided to run.

Tell me about your district.
· Tell me about what the families are like.
· Tell me about what the economy is like.

What are some of the biggest challenges that your district faces? How do you know what they are?

What are some of the plans the school board has to combat these challenges?

What is the process you use to take action on these issues?

What people or groups of people do you work with when taking action on these issues?

What values inform your decisions as a school board member?

When you want to make a change, how does that look?

How do you know if a change is working?

Do you interact with school board members in other districts?

Tell me about the communication between you and other administrators within your district?
· What methods do you use to communicate?
· How often do you communicate?
· Overall, how well do you think your district does when it comes to communication about important issues?

What opportunities do you have to learn more about fulfilling your role as a school board member?

Are there any issues of inequality in your district?

Why do you feel that way/how do you know?

How are you looking to address those issues?

Are there other race-related issues in the district that concern you, either related to student achievement or anything else?  

When was the last time you heard race explicitly discussed in a school board meeting, and what was that conversation like?

Like other school districts around the country, this district has an achievement gap between white students and students of color. How concerned are you about the gap?  
· How does the ability grouping process work in your district?
· How soon does ability grouping start?
· Why do you think that the grouping process is so racialized in your district? (i.e. why are black students so much less likely to be tracked into high level courses). 

How has your district addressed this?

Are you satisfied with how you have addressed the issue?

What would you like to see happen or what do you think your district should be doing?

Why that strategy/response? 

How do you get information about inequality broadly?

Do you think racial bias plays a role in the achievement gap in your district? 

If school board member has not mentioned academic (or other) research at this point: to what extent do you feel connected to the research that is going on about school inequality? 

Tell me about your proudest moment as a school board member.

Demographic information:
· What is your age?
· What is your gender?
· Can you tell me how you identify racially and/or ethnically?
· Do you have a stated political affiliation? If so, what is it? If not, how would you describe your politics? 


