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Abstract  

The U.S. Supreme Court has rejected the argument that education is a fundamental 

right guaranteed by the Constitution.  Should this determination depend on whether an 

essential return to education � increased probability of participation in democracy by 

casting a vote � is offered equally for members of different races?  I have used 

National Election Studies data from 1948 to 2000 to test whether the effect of 

education on voter participation varies by race.  Specifically, is the increased 

probability of voting caused by educational attainment higher for whites than it is for 

blacks?  I held constant characteristics related to socioeconomic status, social 

connectedness, and trust in government and hypothesized that there will be a 

statistically significant difference in an interaction between race and education.  I 

found that at certain levels of education the positive effect of education on voter 

participation is less for blacks than for whites at a statistically significant level. 
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I. Introduction and Motivation  

Americans regard the public schools as a most vital civic institution for 
the preservation of a democratic system of government. Education 
serves the essential function of instilling in our young an understanding 
of and appreciation for the principles and operation of our governmental 
processes. Education may instill the interest and provide the tools 
necessary for political discourse and debate. Indeed, it has frequently 
been suggested that education is the dominant factor affecting political 
consciousness and participation.1 
   
Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall wrote the above passage in the 1973 

Court opinion San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, arguing that 

education is a fundamental right that is guaranteed by the Constitution.  Though a right 

to education is not written into the text of the founding document, Justice Marshall 

argued that the Court should strictly scrutinize government actions that limit 

educational opportunities because of �the close relationship between education and 

some of our most basic constitutional values.�2   

This paper seeks to analyze from a statistical perspective whether education in 

the United States teaches a most basic democratic value � a desire to participate in the 

democratic process by casting a vote � on a different level to whites than to blacks.  

Does the effect of education on voter participation vary by race?  Furthermore, can any 

difference across races be explained by the extent of school segregation or variations in 

school quality?  This topic is especially important because some have argued that U.S. 

public schools are increasingly segregated and unequal.  One Harvard professor 

recently found that in the South �[f]rom 1988 to 1998, most of the progress from the 

previous two decades in increasing integration in the region was lost.�3  It is now 
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possible that the state of school segregation is worse than it was before formal 

desegregation began. 

In 1954, the Supreme Court held that segregated public schools could never be 

equal and ordered that public schools around the country be desegregated.4  The Court 

actually used several statistical studies to validate its reasoning that segregation itself 

had an adverse impact on minority children, so, the Court argued, even in the presence 

of equality with the tangible elements in the school a segregated school was by 

definition unequal.5  For a decade after Brown, little desegregation actually occurred.  

Then, for a brief period of time, the Court became active in attempting to force 

desegregation among state schools.  Nevertheless, two key Court decisions brought 

about the current situation for many public school systems: separate and unequal. 

In Rodriguez, the Court ruled that it was not unconstitutional for different 

school districts to have greater resources because the tax base in one school district 

was larger than the other.  This decision made it possible for these white-flight schools 

to be much better funded, at a lower tax rate for its attendees, than schools that 

remained in poorer, minority neighborhoods.  One year later in 1974, the Court ruled 

that it could not force inter-district desegregation unless a segregation program was or 

had been in effect in each of the districts.6  This decision made it possible for white 

families to move outside of cities, or to different districts within them, and in a sense 

choose segregation in a way that would not be reversed by the courts. 
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Justice Marshall was the dissenting opinion in Rodriguez; the majority rejected 

his reasoning and ruled that education is not a fundamental right guaranteed by the 

Constitution.  As a result, local governments have been allowed to permit a return to 

segregation free from intervention by the Court, prompting authors like Kozol to state, 

�In the inner-city schools I visit, I never see white children.  Segregation has returned 

with a vengeance.�7 

The following statistical analysis will contribute to analyzing this situation in 

the United States by determining whether one of the positive effects of education � 

increased participation in the electoral process � is predicted to be as large an effect for 

blacks as it is for whites.  As noted in the literature review below, education has been 

proven to be one of the strongest explanatory factors of increased likelihood of voting.  

The research will seek to answer whether this return to education is as great for blacks 

as it is for whites, which is one way of looking at the question of whether, on the whole 

in American society, democracy is being taught and offered equally to both races. 
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II. Literature Review  

There is a wide body of literature on indicators of voter participation, ranging 

from the impact of employment status on voter behavior8 to the correlation between 

voter participation and self-rated health.9  Much of the discussion about voter turnout 

has centered around the declining voter turnout over the past 50 years and the �puzzle 

of participation� that despite an overall rise in education and income among the 

electorate turnout continues to decline.10   

Furthermore, there have been several attempts to explain the differences in 

voting behavior between racial and ethnic groups, especially blacks and whites.11  In 

the presence of so many competing theories of factors that affect an individual�s 

decision whether to vote, especially in the area of race, the two main tasks become 

determining what factors to include in the analysis and how to explain results. 

Generally, there are several demographic factors that are hypothesized to 

contribute to an individual�s decision whether to vote: gender, family income, marital 

status, whether the individual has moved in the past 12 months, state of residence, 

union membership, race, and education.12  Education is widely regarded as one of the 

greatest influences on voter participation; the more education an individual has, the 

more likely he or she is to vote.13  When race is considered in the analysis, these 

relevant variables are often placed into a multivariate regression, a coefficient on a race 

indicator variable is determined, and a conclusion is made about the effect of race on 

voter participation.  Most commonly, when holding other factors constant, blacks are 
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found to participate equally as likely as whites,14 though black participation has been 

on the rise in recent years.15 

Leighley provides a good overview of five theories that have sought to explain 

minority participation: socioeconomic status, psychological orientation, social 

connectedness, group identity, and group conflict.16  For the purposes of this study, the 

first three theories are especially important.  

The most popular theory for explaining voter participation is related to 

socioeconomic status; namely, higher education, income, and occupational status lead 

persons to vote more and engage in other political activities than those with lower 

status.17  In the context of race, some have argued that once socioeconomic factors like 

education and income have been partialled out, blacks actually may participate more 

than whites.18  In other words, some research seeks to explain �racial differences in 

political behavior on the basis of blacks lower average levels of education, 

occupational status, and income.�19 

A measure of psychological orientation to the political environment is also 

important in explaining voter participation.  This orientation can be measured by 

political interest, political efficacy, trust in government, and civic duty.20  These 

measures are especially important to include in an analysis of minority participation 

because at least one author has theorized that distrust in the political system and a 

feeling that one�s vote does not matter actually increases the probability that blacks 
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will vote.21  As noted below in Part III, failure to include such measures may create 

omitted variable bias on coefficients on education and race. 

Social connectedness has also been found to significantly affect black turnout.  

As noted above, factors like marital status and length of residence in a community are 

factors commonly included in analyses of turnout.  Furthermore, one author has 

reported that larger connectedness measures like home ownership may not be 

associated with black voting in presidential elections; however, she also reports that 

more local measures like membership in a black organization or politicized church 

may increase turnout.22 

There does not seem to be much literature specifically studying whether the 

return to education on probability of voter participation is the same across racial 

groups.  In the research discussed in this paper, the effect of education separated by 

racial group is mentioned only twice and the first seems to be done only in passing.  It 

is interesting to note these two articles because they report conflicting stories of the 

effect of education by race.  The first article compared influences on voter turnout in 

1972 and 1984 and found that race and gender were more significant influences on 

turnout in 1984.  Finding that blacks were more likely to vote than whites in 1984, the 

authors broke the effect of being black down by educational group, noting that the 

differential between blacks and whites decreased as education increased.23  In other 

words, blacks were more likely to vote than whites the less education they had.  The 

article did not specifically test an interaction between race and education, but rather 
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calculated changes in probability of voting using a regression using mostly 

socioeconomic and demographic factors.24 

The second article came closer to specifically testing an interaction between 

race and education, focusing primarily on a lack of literature in studying differences in 

probability of voting across four racial groups.  The article ran separate regressions for 

each ethnic group and did find higher education estimates for whites than minorities.25  

When running a fully interacted model, the authors only found significant differences 

in the effect of education on voting for Asian-Americans.  However, two shortcomings 

need to be noted.  First, the article used a survey that only included data from 

respondents in Texas, thus it would at least be useful to extend its research to a sample 

of the U.S. population as a whole.  Second, like so much of the research in this area, 

the authors focused on whether different racial groups had varying degrees of 

participation, which is a different question of whether the effect of certain 

socioeconomic factors themselves vary by race.        
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III. Discussion of Theoretical Model and Hypotheses  

Given the lack of a statistical study specifically devoted to analyzing the effect 

of education on voter participation and whether that effect differs for whites and 

blacks, this paper will contribute significantly to both studies on voter participation and 

the larger question of equality of educational opportunity.  The constitutional argument 

aside, if education increases the probability that a person will participate on this 

fundamental level in democracy, and if the magnitude of this increase is significantly 

smaller for blacks than it is for whites, then potentially the fundamental nature of a 

right to education should be reconsidered in the presence of voluntary resegregation. 

As noted above, the question of why a person votes is one that has been studied 

extensively, especially in the wake of increasingly declining voter turnout.26  

Demographic or socioeconomic and social connectedness factors affect the probability 

that a person will vote.  To name a few: A more educated person is more likely to vote, 

presumably because of heightened awareness about the political process.  Union 

members tend to vote more than non-union members.27  In general, people with higher 

socioeconomic status � more education, higher income, better occupation � tend to 

vote more than those with lower socioeconomic status.28      Moreover, psychological 

factors like trust in government may also affect a person�s decision to vote.29  A 

measure of social connectedness, through marriage and whether he or she has moved 

residences recently, may also affect the decision.30   
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Statistical models that analyze whether a person�s race affects his or her 

propensity to vote hold these demographic and psychological factors constant and then 

analyze whether a certain race is more or less likely to vote than another.  Presumably, 

certain races are not born with a greater propensity to vote than others.  If we were 

somehow able to create a model that held constant every possible characteristic about 

two persons except their race one might expect their probability of voting to be the 

same.  As a result, it seems that all study in the arena of comparing voter participation 

among races must include some omitted variable bias on the race variable: If the 

coefficient on one race variable leads to the prediction that one race is more likely to 

vote than another, there must be some variable left out of the regression that drives the 

coefficient estimate on race.  The challenge in trying to test one of these factors across 

races is to hold constant as much of the other factors as possible that could drive the 

individual�s decision to vote. 

Whether the positive effect of education on voter participation varies by race is 

a slightly different question, especially if it is possible that members of different races 

are receiving different quality educations.  This hypothesis is one that may be studied 

using statistical methods and one that provides a crucial insight to lay on the 

background of Supreme Court jurisprudence concerning whether education is a 

fundamental right and the background of desegregation � and resegregation � in the 

half-century since Brown.  Presumably, two identical individuals should experience the 

same effect of education on their probability to vote.  Moreover, if these two 
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individuals are equally likely to vote regardless of their race, then any difference in an 

interaction between race and education can be attributed to a difference in education 

received dependant on their race.  If as much is held constant between these two 

individuals as possible and if their return to an identical quantity of education varies, 

then something must be different about the quality of education the two receive.     

In order to test whether the effect of one of these demographic factors varies 

across race, it will thus be necessary to hold as much constant about the individual as 

possible.  In doing so, it will be possible to answer the question of whether two 

persons, identical in several controllable ways, increase their probability of voting 

because of their education level differently because of their race.  The dependent 

variable will be whether or not a person votes.  The control variables that the model 

will hold constant will be the demographic and psychological factors, and the 

independent variables that will be allowed to vary will be both race and education.   

My hypothesis underlying this theoretical model is that there is a statistically 

significant difference between the effect of education on voter participation for whites 

and blacks.  Another interesting question will be whether this difference is statistically 

different over time.  To test the first hypothesis I took an average effect of the 

interaction over the last half century.   
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IV. Description of Data Source and Statistical Model  

To test these hypotheses, I used the University of Michigan�s National Election 

Studies 1948�2004 Cumulative Data File (�Cumulative File� or �NES data�).31  This 

data set includes pooled cross sections in the indicated time period.  Several authors 

have tested effects on voter participation using NES data,32 though some choose to use 

Census data�the Current Population Survey (�CPS data�)�to test voter participation.  

I conclude the NES data is better suited for these hypotheses because it includes more 

vote-specific variables�such as political organization membership, trust in 

government, and getting political information at church� than the CPS data. 

In using the NES data, I intended to test the average effect of education on 

voter participation over this 56-year period and whether there is a statistically 

significant difference in this effect depending on an observation�s race.33  My 

particular concern is whether the difference in effect of education on voter participation 

is statistically significant, and, if so, what is the magnitude of that difference.  My 

statistical model for this test will be: 

Figure 1  
Statistical Model 

   
+∗++++= EDUCBLACKOTHERBLACKEDUCVOTE 43210

����� βββββ  

    uCONTROLS JJ +β�  
 
where VOTE is an indicator variable =1 if the observation voted in November 

elections and =0 if the observation did not vote.  The control variables will include: 

family income and indicator variables for gender, marital status, length of residence in 
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the community, occupation, union membership, whether the person gets information 

on politics at church, a measure of trust in government, whether a person belongs to a 

political organization, whether the person lives in the south, and the year the 

observation participated in the study.  Given that the dependent variable VOTE is 

dichotomous, I will estimate the model using probit.  To determine the statistical 

significance of the effect of the interaction, I will conduct t-tests on the coefficients of 

each interaction term, as well as a log-likelihood test for their joint significance. 
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V. Summary Statistics  

Descriptive statistics of the voting behavior of observations in the Cumulative 

File shed some light on the differences between blacks and whites over the stated time 

period.34  It is important to note that these statistics may initially have to be viewed 

with some caution because voting in the NES sample is a measure of self-reported 

voting�meaning whether the respondent told the interviewer that she voted as 

opposed to some validated measure of whether she actually voted.  The NES sample 

does include a vote-validation variable�measured by validated whether the person 

actually voted�but it is only available for 1976 to 1990.  Furthermore, over-reporting 

by the respondents of self-reported voting in the NES sample, especially among black 

respondents, is a particular concern.  One author has argued, using a vote validation 

variable, that blacks tend to over-report at a higher percentage than whites.35   

In these summary statistics, and in the regression results below, I will attempt 

to look at both the reported voting and the vote validation variables.36  In the 

discussion below, the variable vote refers to self-reported voting and vote validation 

refers to the variable measuring whether the respondents reported voting was validated.  

Table 1 gives average numbers for self-reported voting for the entire sample and 

separates voting behavior by race and education: 
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Table 1 
Self-Reported Voter Participation for 1948-2004  

 Total 
frequency 
responses 

frequency 
reported 
voted 

Percent 
reported 
voted 

    
All Observations 43204 28977 67.07 
   Missing 4234   
By Race     
   White 35771 24775 69.26 
   Black 4611 2603 56.45 
   Other 2383 1313 55.10 
   Missing    4673   
By Education with Vote=1    
   8 grades or less 6587 3694 56.08 
   some high school (no diploma) 5964 3313 55.55 
   high school (diploma or equivalent) 10395 6631 63.79 
   high school (plus non-academic training) 3581 2600 72.61 
   some college (no degree; jc-level degree) 8042 5826 72.44 
   BA-level degree  5442 4454 81.84 
   Advanced degrees, incl. LLB 2124 1783 83.95 
   Missing 5303   

 

As expected, the percentage of the population that votes increases as the level 

of education increases.  Using this average of the entire sample, a higher percentage of 

white respondents voted.  However, consistent with research on the mobilization of 

black voters since the beginning of the NES study, blacks have significantly closed the 

voting gap.  As noted below, I restricted the sample to 1968�2000 because certain 

important variables of interest were not available in the data set before 1968.  

Furthermore, missing data was discarded in each regression. 37  Summary statistics for 

each variable of interest used in the main regressions in Part VI are reported in 

Appendix 1.   

Beginning the study at 1968 provides an integral reference point upon which to 

study the equality of education after the civil rights movement and the important 
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Supreme Court decisions discussed above.  Comparing voter participation rates from 

1968 and 2000 in Table 2 shows that blacks have closed the voting gap:   

Table 2 
Voter Participation for 1968 and 2000   

 Total 
frequency 
responses 

frequency 
reported 
voted 

Percent 
reported 
voted 

1968    
All Observations 1391 1055 75.84 
   Missing 166   
By Race     
   White 1240 956 77.10 
   Black 133 90 67.67 
   Other 18 9 50.00 
   Missing 166   
2000    
All Observations 1554 1182 76.06 
   Missing 253   
By Race     
   White 1186 925 77.99 
   Black 161 121 75.16 
   Other 177 112 63.28 
   Missing 253   

   

A final comparison of note at this stage is the breakdowns for each individual 

race of percentage of voter participation by education.  Table 3 shows the percentage 

of blacks and white that reported voting for each education level: 

Table 3 
Voter Participation for 1946 � 2004 by race and education  

 Total 
frequency 
responses 

frequency 
reported 
voted 

percentage 
reported 
voted 

Whites Only    
   8 grades or less 5156 3038 58.92 
   some high school (no diploma) 4668 2716 58.18 
   high school (diploma or equivalent) 8621 5672 65.79 
   high school (plus non-academic training) 3184 2354 73.93 
   some college (no degree; jc-level degree) 6667 4925 73.87 
   BA-level degree  4796 3955 82.46 
   advanced degrees, incl. LLB 1852 1565 84.50 
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Blacks Only    
   8 grades or less 1065 474 44.51 
   some high school (no diploma) 907 437 48.18 
   high school (diploma or equivalent) 1055 601 56.97 
   high school (plus non-academic training) 266 170 63.91 
   some college (no degree; jc-level degree) 790 534 67.59 
   BA-level degree  309 241 77.99 
   advanced degrees, incl. LLB 122 102 83.61 

 

The percentages in table 3 show that the gap in voter participation between 

blacks and whites actually decreases as the level of education increases.  Nevertheless, 

these statistics do not answer the essential question of, holding all else constant, how 

much more likely to vote is a person with a certain level of education than a person 

with no education�or how much does one year of education increase the probability 

that a person will vote.  To answer whether these effects are different by race, a probit 

analysis will be necessary.  
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VI. Regression Results  

Because of constraints within the data set, it was first necessary to determine 

which variables could be included in the analysis and in which years those variables 

could be studied.  After running different regressions, I determined that it would be 

best to run the regression for the years 1968�2000 using the variables discussed below; 

however, I think it also important to report results using the vote validation variable as 

the dependent variable to illustrate some differences in the coefficients on the 

interaction terms. 

 

A. Using the 1968�2000 Data 

To test the difference in effect of education on voter participation between 

blacks and whites, I chose to use the following dependent variables: race, education, 

income, marital status, union membership, residence in the political south, gender, a 

measure of the respondent�s trust in government, length of residence in the community, 

occupation, and year respondent participated in the study.  Because of the absence of 

variables for length of residence and occupation in earlier data sets�and income and 

occupation variables in later data sets�I was constrained to run the regression for the 

years 1968�2000.   

I determined that it was essential to include length of residence and occupation 

in the regression�at the expense of the data from earlier years�because they both 

have significant effect on whether a respondent voted and leaving them out would 
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dramatically bias the coefficients on the interaction terms.  I made this determination 

by running two separate regressions for the years 1968�2000, one with only the base 

variables (race, education, income, marital status, union membership, residence in the 

political south, gender, a measure of the respondent�s trust in government) and one 

with the base variables plus the variables for length of residence and occupation.  The 

probit coefficients on the interaction terms, marginal effects, 38 and statistical 

significance are presented in Table 4.  The marginal effects shown are the average of 

the effects across all observations in the sample. 

Table 4 
Coefficient Estimates on Race, Education, and Interaction Terms  
Comparing regression with base variables with regression with  

base variables and residence and occupation variables 
Parameter base variables only base variables + 

residence/occupation 
 Probit 

Estimate 
Marginal 
Effect 

Probit 
Estimate 

Marginal 
Effect 

intercept  0.2217** 
(0.0686) 

 0.0732 -0.2320** 
(0.0793) 

-0.0745 

Black  0.1316* 
(0.0651) 

 0.0434  0.1368* 
(0.0655) 

 0.0440 

Other -0.2348*** 
(0.0328) 

-0.0775 -0.2242*** 
(0.0332) 

-0.7210 

hsnodip -0.0986** 
(0.0363) 

-0.0325 -0.0668� 
(0.0367) 

-0.0214 

hsdip  0.0923** 
(0.0334) 

 0.0305  0.1368*** 
(0.0340) 

 0.0440 

hsdipplus  0.2827*** 
(0.0416) 

 0.0933  0.3334*** 
(0.0426) 

 0.1072 

somecol  0.3856*** 
(0.0359) 

 0.1272  0.4439*** 
(0.0374) 

 0.1427 

balevel  0.5961*** 
(0.0404) 

 0.1967  0.6435*** 
(0.0436) 

 0.2068 

advdeg  0.7372*** 
(0.0520) 

 0.2433  0.7336*** 
(0.0561) 

 0.2359 

black*hsnodip -0.0711 
(0.0887) 

-0.0235 -0.0894 
(0.0892) 

-0.0287 

black*hsdip -0.1077 
(0.0831) 

-0.0355 -0.1286� 
(0.0836) 

-0.0413 
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black*hsdipplus -0.1712 

(0.1198) 
-0.0565 -0.1916� 

(0.1211) 
-0.0616 

black*somecol -0.2543* 
(0.0901) 

-0.0839 -0.3051*** 
(0.0908) 

-0.0981 

black*balevel -0.1265 
(0.1251) 

-0.0417 -0.1834� 
(0.1263) 

-0.0590 

black*advdeg -0.0052 
(0.1851) 

-0.0017 -0.0896 
(0.1859) 

-0.0288 

Note: The estimates for all the variables in the regression using the base 
variables and the residence and occupation variables are reported in Table 
5 below. 
� p < 0.15  
� p < 0.10 
* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 

 

Including the length of residence and occupation variables has two significant 

effects.  First, except for those who attended high school but did not get a diploma, 

including residence and occupation makes the interaction term with the specific 

education level more statistically significant.  Though respondents in the education 

level of attending some college without a degree are the only ones where the 

interaction is statistically significant at conventional levels, the other interactions for 

hsdip, hsdipplus, and most notably balevel, become much closer to being at least 

marginally significant.  The second important effect of including the residence and 

occupation variables is that the probit coefficients are larger in magnitude when the 

residence and occupation variables are included�again except for the hsnodip 

education level.39        

Furthermore, testing for joint significance on the length of residence and 

occupation variables indicates that they have an extremely significant effect on 
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probability of voting.  Conducting a log likelihood test�with the regression using 

residence and occupation as the unrestricted model and the regression without those 

variables as the restricted model�yields a chi-square statistic of 667.64, which is well 

above the 95% confidence interval of 14.07 for a test with seven degrees of freedom.40  

It is thus highly unlikely that residence and occupation have no effect on probability of 

voting. 

There are obvious tradeoffs involved in choosing to use the residence and 

occupation variables, not the least of which being the result of throwing out all 

observations for which there is missing data for residence and occupation (there were 

1,094 such cases between 1968 and 2000 in the data set).  However, one final 

determination tipped the scale in favor of using residence and occupation in favor of 

the pre-1968 data: the civil rights movement and the important court cases discussed in 

the introduction.41  Given that The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Rodriguez and 

Milliken were passed or decided closely surrounding 1968, it seems appropriate to 

begin a study of the effect of education at this time.  In theory, education is offered on 

a more equal basis because of this time in the country�s history; thus, restricting the 

data to post-1968 addresses an integral question: Since we have made a more concerted 

effort at racial equality, does the effect of education on voter participation still vary by 

race? 
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B. Results from 1968�2000 

Using the base variables plus the length of residence and occupation variables 

in a probit analysis testing the effect of each of the variables on probability of voting 

indicates that the positive effect of education on voter participation is less for blacks 

than it is for whites at certain education levels.  The probit coefficients, their 

corresponding marginal effects, and statistical significance are reported in Appendix 2. 

As expected, each of the coefficients on the education indicator variables are 

statistically significant at all conventional levels, and as the level of education 

increases, the probability that a respondent reported voting increases.  However, the 

interaction terms are not jointly significant in this 1968�2000 model.  A log likelihood 

test�using a model without the interaction terms as the restricted model�yields a chi-

square statistic of 12.54, which is just below the test statistic of 12.59.  Thus, at just 

below 95% confidence, we can reject the hypothesis that the effect education across all 

levels does not vary by race in this model�the interaction terms are jointly significant.  

In other words, the effect of education on voter participation does vary by race at 

statistically significant levels. 

Furthermore, one interaction term is statistically significant at conventional 

levels and two others are marginally significant. The individual estimate for 

respondents who attended some college but did not receive a college degree is highly 

statistically significant (p = 0.0008).  White respondents in this category are 14 

percentage points more likely to vote than white respondents with 8 grades or less; 
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however, black respondents with some college education are only 4 percentage points 

more likely to vote than black respondents with 8 grades or less education.  Given that 

the average predicted probability of voting in this model is 66.9%, this means that 

black respondents with some college education were almost 15% less likely to vote 

than whites.    

This is the most significant effect in terms of statistical significance and 

magnitude of the marginal effect.  While not significant at conventional levels, the 

interaction terms for respondents with a high school diploma, those with a high school 

diploma plus non-academic training, and those with a B.A. level degree are at least 

marginally significant, with a decreased effect on probability of participation between 

4 and 6 percentage points.   

It is also important to note that there may also be a difference in the interaction 

terms when the vote validation variable�a variable used to confirm whether the 

respondent actually voted as opposed to whether the respondent reported voting�is 

used as a dependent variable instead of the reported voting variable measured above.  

Unfortunately, the vote validation variable is only available in the data set for the years 

1976�1990 (excluding 1982). 

 

C. Results from 1976�1990, Using Vote as Dependent Variable  

Before comparing regressions with vote validation as dependent versus with 

reported voting as dependent, I compared regressions with the exact same variables 
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from 1976�1990 with the previous regression from above from 1968�2000.  The 

coefficient estimates on the interaction terms from each regression are reported below:  

Table 5 
Coefficient Estimates on Race, Education, and Interaction Terms  

Comparing 1968�2000 with 1976�1990  
Parameter 1968�2000 1976�1990  
 Probit 

Estimate 
Marginal 
Effect 

Probit 
Estimate 

Marginal 
Effect 

Intercept -0.2320** 
(0.0793) 

-0.0746 -0.4306*** 
(0.1095) 

-0.1468 

black  0.1368* 
(0.0655) 

 0.0440  0.2237* 
(0.1014) 

 0.0763 

other -0.2242*** 
(0.0332) 

-0.0721 -0.1311** 
(0.0477) 

-0.0447 

hsnodip -0.0668� 
(0.0367) 

-0.0215 -0.0429 
(0.0570) 

-0.0146 

hsdip  0.1368*** 
(0.0340) 

 0.0440  0.0324 
(0.0525) 

 0.0110 

hsdipplus  0.3334*** 
(0.0426) 

 0.1072  0.2486*** 
(0.0638) 

 0.0847 

somecol  0.4439*** 
(0.0374) 

 0.1427  0.3067*** 
(0.0571) 

 0.1046 

balevel  0.6435*** 
(0.0436) 

 0.2069  0.4215*** 
(0.0660) 

 0.1437 

advdeg  0.7336*** 
(0.0561) 

 0.2359  0.4631*** 
(0.0843) 

 0.1579 

black*hsnodip -0.0894 
(0.0892) 

-0.0287 -0.0989 
(0.1355) 

-0.0337 

black*hsdip -0.1286� 
(0.0836) 

-0.0413 -0.1231 
(0.1274) 

-0.0420 

black*hsdipplus -0.1916� 
(0.1211) 

-0.0616 -0.4463* 
(0.1771) 

-0.1521 

black*somecol -0.3051*** 
(0.0908) 

-0.0981 -0.4305** 
(0.1360) 

-0.1468 

black*balevel -0.1834� 
(0.1263) 

-0.0590 -0.2221 
(0.1919) 

-0.0757 

black*advdeg -0.0896 
(0.1859) 

-0.0288 -0.5221* 
(0.2534) 

-0.1780 

Note: The same set of independent variables from the regressions reported 
in Tables 4 and 5 (all base variables plus residence and occupation 
variables) were used in this regression. The coefficient estimates for these 
variables are not reported here. 
� p < 0.15  
� p < 0.10 
* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 
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Again, the interaction terms are jointly significant.  A log likelihood test�

using a model without the interaction terms as the restricted model�yields a chi-

square statistic of 17.04, which is well above the six degrees of freedom test statistic of 

12.59.  Thus, with above 95% confidence, we can reject the hypothesis that the effect 

education across all levels does not vary by race in this model.  It is highly unlikely that 

the effect of education does not vary by race in this model. 

Furthermore, more individual estimates are significant at conventional levels in 

this model.  The most striking difference when moving from the 1968�2000 regression 

to the 1976�1990 regression is the drastic increase in the magnitude of the interaction 

terms on respondents with high school plus non-academic degrees and those with some 

college education.  Both estimates are highly statistically significant and suggest that 

black respondents are predicted to receive around 15 percentage points less positive 

effect on their likelihood of voting as a result of the given education level.  The 

average predicted probability of voting was 65.0% in this model; thus, blacks in these 

education levels were predicted to be 23% less likely to votes than whites. 

This increased differential in effect of education for blacks versus whites�

namely that at these education levels whites are almost 23% more likely to vote than 

blacks�is even more cause for concern when we look at the coefficient estimate on 

blacks alone.  Given that the coefficient on blacks is even larger in the 1976�1990 

regression (blacks are 11.4% more likely to vote than whites in 1976�1990 as 



  25 
  
 

compared to 6.8% in 1968�2000), it is especially strange that the return to education 

decreased as compared to whites.  Even though blacks were more likely to vote than 

whites, the positive effect of education for blacks actually decreased as compared to 

whites. 

Finally, the 1976�1990 regression also shows a drastic disparity in return to 

education on probability of voting for blacks at the highest levels of education.  The 

interaction estimate for respondents with an advanced degree indicates a predication 

that blacks with above B.A. level degrees are actually 27.4% less likely to vote than 

their white counterparts. 

To explain the difference between the 1968�2000 and 1976�1990 models, one 

would almost have to hypothesize that the disparity in effect of education on 

probability in voting between whites and blacks is less during the years 1968�1974 

and/or 1992�2000.  This must be the case because it would explain why the coefficient 

estimates on the interaction terms is less for the entire year range of 1968�2000 than it 

is for that middle chunk of 1976�1990.   

To test the difference between the estimated effect of education on voting 

across race during 1976�1990 and the effect during 1968�1974 and 1992�2000, I ran 

the 1968�2000 regression again and included additional terms that interacted the 

original race and education interactions with dummies for the requisite year categories 

(e.g. 1968�1974*black*hsdip).  This test yields interesting results.  First of all, these 

new interactions are all jointly significant at just well above a 95% confidence level.  A 
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log likelihood test�with a the model with all the new interactions as the unrestricted 

model�yields a chi square statistic of 41.72, which is well above the 95% statistic for 

12 degrees of freedom (21.03).  Thus, it is likely that that the interaction terms do vary 

by the indicated time periods.  The estimates for these new interactions are reflected in 

Appendix 3. 

It is difficult to exactly isolate the differences between the periods before and 

after because only the estimates on a few of the education levels are statistically 

significant.  Furthermore, the estimates offer differing predictions for differing 

education levels in each of the given time periods.  Nevertheless, a few of the results 

are worth pointing out.   

It is encouraging to note that the estimates for those with some college 

education and those with advanced degrees were positive when interacted with the 

1992�2000 time period.  This suggests that the disparity in return to education has 

improved in these education levels.  However, in looking at the other lower education 

levels, the results are much less encouraging. 

First, the only individual estimate that is statistically significant for the 1968�

1972 group is the one for those respondents who attended high school but did not earn 

a diploma, with the effect of the interaction being significantly less in the 1968�1974 

time period than in the 1976�1990 time period.  However, this difference is mitigated 

by the fact that the same interaction for hsnodip has nearly the same negative effect in 

the 1992�2000 time period.  In effect, the disparity on return to education for this 
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education level is worse in both sets of surrounding years than it was in the 1976�1990 

years.  Furthermore, the estimate on the interaction with the 1992�2000 time period 

and those with a high school diploma is also negative and statistically significant.  

These results indicate that�at least for these education levels�the disparity in 

education was worse in 1992�2000 than it was in 1976�1990.42 

 

D. Results from 1976�1990, Using Vote Validation as Dependent Variable  

One final twist�and potentially shedding some light on the difference between 

interaction estimates for 1968�2000 versus 1976�1990�may be found in comparing 

regressions with vote as the dependent variable with vote validation as the dependent 

variable.43  Using all of the same independent variables as the regressions above, 

running separate regressions with vote and votevalid as the dependent variables shows 

that the interaction terms for those with some college education are statistically 

significant but the magnitude of that effect decreases to a level similar to that predicted 

with the 1968�2000 data.  Relevant results from each regression are reflected in the 

table below: 

Table 6 
Coefficient Estimates on Race, Education, and Interaction Terms for 1976�1990  

Comparing Vote as Dependent with Vote Validation as Dependent Variable 
Parameter Vote Vote Validation 
 Probit 

Estimate 
Marginal 
Effect 

Probit 
Estimate 

Marginal 
Effect 

Intercept -0.4306*** 
(0.1095) 

-0.1468 -0.4967*** 
(0.1240) 

-0.1670 

black  0.2237* 
(0.1014) 

 0.0763 -0.1256 
(0.1137) 

-0.0422 

other -0.1311** 
(0.0477) 

-0.0447 -0.4162*** 
(0.0554) 

-0.1400 
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hsnodip -0.0429 
(0.0570) 

-0.0146 -0.1532* 
(0.0642) 

-0.0515 

hsdip  0.0324 
(0.0525) 

 0.0110  0.0072 
(0.0584) 

 0.0024 

hsdipplus  0.2486*** 
(0.0638) 

 0.0847  0.0965 
(0.0672) 

 0.0325 

somecol  0.3067*** 
(0.0571) 

 0.1046  0.2176*** 
(0.0624) 

 0.0732 

balevel  0.4215*** 
(0.0660) 

 0.1437  0.3969*** 
(0.0709) 

 0.1335 

advdeg  0.4631*** 
(0.0843) 

 0.1579  0.4975*** 
(0.0895) 

 0.1673 

black*hsnodip -0.0989 
(0.1355) 

-0.0337 -0.0404 
(0.1532) 

-0.0136 

black*hsdip -0.1231 
(0.1274) 

-0.0420 -0.3437* 
(0.1440) 

-0.1156 

black*hsdipplus -0.4463* 
(0.1771) 

-0.1521 -0.1970 
(0.1859) 

-0.0663 

black*somecol -0.4305** 
(0.1360) 

-0.1468 -0.2695� 
(0.1494) 

-0.0906 

black*balevel -0.2221 
(0.1919) 

-0.0757 -0.2473 
(0.1966) 

-0.0832 

black*advdeg -0.5221* 
(0.2534) 

-0.1780 -0.3225 
(0.2614) 

-0.1085 

Note: The same set of independent variables from the regressions reported 
in Tables 4 and 5 (all base variables plus residence and occupation 
variables) were used in this regression. The coefficient estimates for these 
variables are not reported here. 
� p < 0.15 
� p < 0.10 
* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 

 

As noted above, the coefficient estimate on the interaction term for those with 

some college education has returned to a level similar that from the 1968�2000 data.  

Also, the coefficient for those with high school education plus a non-academic degree 

is no longer statistically significant at conventional levels.  In this regression using vote 

validation as the dependent variable, the interaction terms are not jointly significant 

with a chi-square statistic equal to 8.82.  Furthermore, given that the chi-square 
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statistic testing the joint significance of the interaction terms is less than one quarter as 

large as the statistic from the model from Part C above using reported voting as the 

dependent variable, the joint effect of education across all education levels is less 

likely to have an effect where vote validation is used.  It is difficult to determine what 

this result says about the data for 1968�2000 given the discussion in Part C reflecting 

that the disparity in effect of education was less during 1976�1990 than in the 

surrounding years 1968�1974 and 1992�2000. 

However, the estimates using vote validation as the dependent variable are still 

particularly interesting because now the interaction term for those respondents with 

only a high school diploma is highly statistically significant.  This is especially 

interesting because the marginal effect for black respondents in this group is negative 

11 percentage points.  The average predicted probability of voting in this model is 

61.0%, thus blacks with only a high school education were 18% less likely to vote than 

their white counterparts.  Given that the marginal effect for a high school diploma in 

this sample is only 0.2 percentage points�i.e. that a person with a high school diploma 

is 0.3% more likely to have voted than a person with 8 grades or less of education�

this data indicates that a black respondent with a high school education is actually 

17.7% less likely to have voted than a black respondent with 8 grades or less of 

education.      
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VII. Policy Implications and Conclusion 

While it is unfortunate that the data would not allow for a specific 

determination as to whether the gap between whites and blacks in the positive effect of 

education on voter participation is increasing or decreasing over the given time period, 

some important implications may be derived from the results above.44  Because there 

may be a difference between studying a person�s reporting that she voted versus 

studying whether she actually voted, implications from both the reported voting for 

1968�2000 and the voter validation for 1976�1990 will be discussed.  Ultimately, if 

another data set makes it possible, future research may analyze the entire 1968�2000 

time period using vote validation as opposed to self-reported voting. 

The main results from this study were displayed in Table 5.  As in each of the 

reported regressions, some college education is predicted to increase the probability 

that a black person will vote less than it will increase the probability that a white 

person will vote.  This effect is statistically significant at the 99.9% level.  In this 

study, a white person with some college education�namely they got a high school 

diploma and started college but did not finish�is 21.4% more likely to vote than a 

white person with eight grades or less of education.  However, a black respondent in 

the same situation was only predicted to be 6.7% more likely to vote than a black 

respondent with eight grades or less of education.  In other words, a white person, 

similar in many respects, is almost 15% more likely to vote than a black person 

similarly situated.  The implication of this result is striking.  For those members of the 
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population who gave college a try, but were unable for whatever reason to finish, 

whites experienced a greater return to their education in terms of increased probability 

of voting than blacks.  Also, as noted in the results section above, while not statistically 

significant at conventional levels, an education gap was predicted around an 85% 

confidence level for respondents with high school diplomas and bachelor�s level 

degrees.   

The results from the regression using voter validation as the dependent variable 

are also important to consider, especially in light of previous studies that have posited 

that blacks are more likely to over-report voting than whites in the NES data.45  What 

is most interesting about the vote validation regression is that the coefficient estimate 

on the interaction term for those respondents with some college education was no 

longer statistically significant at conventional levels; however, the estimate on the term 

for those with a high school diploma was statistically significant.  Most notably, black 

respondents with a high school education were 18% less likely to vote than white 

respondents with a high school education.  Unfortunately, the coefficient estimate for 

all those in the sample with a high school diploma (white or black) was not statistically 

significant, so it cannot be said for sure what the effect is for a black respondent; 

however, it seems more than likely from the data that a black respondent with a high 

school education is actually less likely to vote than a black respondent with eight 

grades or less of education.   
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The policy implications from these findings may be that desegregated schools 

may be separate and unequal in a fundamental democratic sense.  While it may be 

necessary to conduct further studies with data that can better measure how this effect 

has changed over time, these findings show that at least at some levels of education 

blacks are receiving less of a return to their education than are whites.  Furthermore, 

the results suggest that at least the lower levels of education the disparity is growing 

and becoming more negative in more recent years.  If this is the case, it may be that we 

as country need to rethink the way we have organized our educational system.  If 

blacks are receiving a fundamentally different education, then either their education 

needs to be improved or maybe more aggressive desegregation policies need to be 

revisited.  It may be that the legal barriers that the Supreme Court erected that many 

believe have facilitated the resegregation of our nation�s schools need to be revisited.     

Supreme Court cases like Milliken and Rodriguez decided that it was not the 

government�s obligation to intervene because in the realm of Equal Protection 

jurisprudence education is not a fundamental right.  However, if education�one of the 

greatest determinants of a person�s ability or decision to participate in our democracy 

at the most fundamental level by casting a vote�is being offered on an unequal basis 

to blacks and whites, then shouldn�t our government step in to intervene?  If education 

is not a fundamental right, then what is?  If the legislature is reticent, then the Court 

should require action.   
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Appendix 1: Summary Statistics, Variables of Interest for 1968�2000 
 

Variable f % of valid 
responses 

variable description 

Race   respondent race 
White 26,149 81.02  
Black 3,716 11.51  
Other 2,409 7.46  

Education Level   respondent education level 
8 grades or less 3,876 12.05 8 grades or less of education 

hsnodip 4,253 13.22 attended high school but did not receive 
diploma 

hsdip 8,468 26.32 attended high school and earned diploma or 
equivalency 

hsdipplus 2,843 8.84 high school diploma/equivalency plus non-
academic degree 

somecol 6,576 20.44 attended some college, no degree 
balevel 4,183 13.00 B.A. level degree 
advdeg 1,973 6.13 advanced degrees, including LLB 

Income Level   Family income percentile range 
inc0to16 4,896 16.50 0 to 16th percentile 
inc17to33 4,982 16.79 17th to 33rd percentile 
inc34to67 9,961 33.57 34th to 67th percentile 
inc68to95 8,303 27.98 68th to 95th percentile 
inc96to100 1,531 5.16 96th to 100th percentile 

Gender   respondent gender 
male 14,286 44.01  
female 18,177 55.99  

Other     
married 19,238 59.45 marital status 

union 6,737 20.90 a member of the household is a member of a 
union 

south 9,742 30.01 respondent lives in the political south 
Trust Government   measure of trust in government 

trustnever 522 1.78 trusts the government none of the time or 
almost never 

trustsome 17,384 59.30 trusts the government some of the time 
trustmost 9,878 33.70 trusts the government most of the time 

trustdepends 506 1.73 answered that it depends whether respondent 
trusts government 

trustalways 1,023 3.49 trusts the government all of the time 
Length Residence   length of residence in community 

resless1yr 2,697 8.38 less than one year 
res1to4yrs 4,171 12.96 between 1 and 4 years 
resgr4yrs 25,319 78.66 over 4 years 

Occupation   respondent occupation 
clerical 5,988 19.21 clerical or sales worker 
service 10,341 33.17 skilled, semi-skilled, and service workers 
laborer 738 2.37 laborers, not including farmers 
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farmer 892 2.86 farmers, farm managers, farm laborers, 
foreman 

homemaker 5,159 16.55 homemakers 
professional 8,060 25.85 professional or managerial profession 
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Appendix 2: Effect on Probability of Voting (1968�2000)  
 

Parameter Probit 
Coefficient 

Marginal 
Effect 

intercept -0.2320** 
(0.0793) 

-0.0746 

black  0.1368* 
(0.0655) 

 0.0440 

other -0.2242*** 
(0.0332) 

-0.0721 

hsnodip -0.0668� 
(0.0367) 

-0.0215 

hsdip  0.1368*** 
(0.0340) 

 0.0440 

hsdipplus  0.3334*** 
(0.0426) 

 0.1072 

somecol  0.4439*** 
(0.0374) 

 0.1427 

balevel  0.6435*** 
(0.0436) 

 0.2069 

advdeg  0.7336*** 
(0.0561) 

 0.2359 

black*hsnodip -0.0894 
(0.0892) 

-0.0287 

black*hsdip -0.1286� 
(0.0836) 

-0.0413 

black*hsdipplus -0.1916� 
(0.1211) 

-0.0616 

black*somecol -0.3051*** 
(0.0908) 

-0.0981 

black*balevel -0.1834� 
(0.1263) 

-0.0590 

black*advdeg -0.0896 
(0.1859) 

-0.0288 

inc17to33  0.0879** 
(0.0302) 

 0.0283 

inc34to67  0.1243*** 
(0.0290) 

 0.0400 

inc68to95  0.2216*** 
(0.0330) 

 0.0712 

inc96to100  0.3687*** 
(0.0522) 

 0.1185 

married  0.1515*** 
(0.0202) 

 0.0487 

union  0.0639** 
(0.0226) 

 0.0205 

south -0.1838*** 
(0.0196) 

-0.0591 
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female -0.0129 

(0.0205) 
-0.0041 

trustnever -0.1968* 
(0.0806) 

-0.0633 

trustsome  0.0218 
(0.0477) 

 0.0070 

trustmost  0.1027* 
(0.0486) 

 0.0330 

trustdepends -0.3205*** 
(0.0860) 

-0.1030 

res1to4yrs  0.2574*** 
(0.0374) 

 0.0827 

resgr4yrs  0.6537*** 
(0.0312) 

 0.2101 

clerical -0.0595* 
(0.0294) 

-0.0191 

service -0.1848*** 
(0.0279) 

-0.0594 

laborer -0.3288*** 
(0.0602) 

-0.1057 

farmer -0.0866� 
(0.0572) 

-0.0278 

homemaker -0.1666*** 
(0.0330) 

 0.0536 

Note: The omitted category for the education 
variable are respondents with 8 grades or less of 
education; the omitted category for the trust 
variable are those who responded that they 
always trust the government; the omitted 
category for occupation variables are respondents 
with a  professional occupation.  Also, coefficient 
estimates on each year indicator variable were 
used but not reported here. 
� p < 0.15 
� p < 0.10 
* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 
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Appendix 3:  Effect on Probability of Voting (1968�2000), Including Interactions with Time  
 

Parameter Probit 
Coefficient 

Marginal 
Effect 

intercept -0.2377** 
(0.0798) 

-0.0763 

black  0.1386* 
(0.0656) 

 0.0445 

other -0.2221*** 
(0.0332) 

-0.0720 

hsnodip -0.0652� 
(0.0368) 

-0.0209 

hsdip  0.1400*** 
(0.0341) 

 0.0449 

hsdipplus  0.3368*** 
(0.0426) 

 0.1081 

somecol  0.4478*** 
(0.0375) 

 0.1437 

balevel  0.6484*** 
(0.0437) 

 0.2081 

advdeg  0.7395*** 
(0.0561) 

 0.2374 

black*hsnodip  0.1654� 
(0.1058) 

 0.0531 

black*hsdip -0.0285 
(0.0992) 

-0.0091 

black*hsdipplus -0.2271� 
(0.1503) 

-0.0739 

black*somecol -0.3695*** 
(0.1073) 

-0.1186 

black*balevel -0.2028 
(0.1693) 

-0.0651 

black*advdeg -0.5400** 
(0.2241) 

-0.1733 

y6874*bl*hsnodip -0.5114*** 
(0.1367) 

-0.1642 

y6874*bl*hsdip -0.2086 
(0.1600) 

-0.0670 

y6874*bl*hsdipplus -0.0454 
(0.2183) 

-0.0146 

y6874*bl*somecol -0.0847 
(0.2091) 

-0.0272 

y6874*bl*balevel  0.2234 
(0.3638) 

 0.0717 

y6874*bl*advdeg  5.2528 
(1125.9) 

 1.6861 

y9200*bl*hsnodip -0.5231*** 
(0.1460) 

-0.1679 
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y9200*bl*hsdip -0.1891� 

(0.1100) 
-0.0607 

y9200*bl*hsdipplus  0.3762 
(0.3149) 

 0.1208 

y9200*bl*somecol  0.1912� 
(0.1303) 

 0.0614 

y9200*bl*balevel -0.0133 
(0.2235) 

-0.0043 

y9200*bl*advdeg  1.3477** 
(0.5065) 

 0.4326 

Note: The same set of independent variables 
from the regressions reported in tables 4 and 5 
(all base variables plus residence and 
occupation variables) were used in this 
regression. The coefficient estimates for these 
variables are not reported here. 
� p < 0.15  
� p < 0.10 
* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 
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