
 
 

 
 
 
 

Who has School Spirit?  
Explaining Voter Participation in Calgary School Board Elections 

 
Abstract 
 
To date, there have been no academic studies of participation in school board elections – and 
almost no research on school board elections more generally – in Canada. This research note 
represents the first scholarly examination of the correlates of voter participation in school board 
elections in this country. Using individual-level survey data from the Canadian Municipal Election 
Study, the note considers three questions. First, what are the sociodemographic correlates of 
participation in Calgary school board elections? Second, what is the relationship between parental 
status, the type of school one’s child attends (public or separate), and participation? Finally, what 
are the context-specific factors that affected Calgary school board turnout rates? The results of this 
study have implications for school board elections across Canada, and for the study of down-ballot 
elections more generally. 
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If turnout is an indication of public interest and engagement in an election, then most 
Canadians are distinctly disengaged from school board politics. In much of Canada, school board 
elections are held concurrently with municipal mayoral and council races, but even when mayoral 
turnout is relatively high, school board turnout rates are abysmal. For instance, while the rate of 
participation in the 2014 Toronto Mayoral election was 54.6% (a high figure by municipal 
standards), turnout in school board elections was only 46.5% (City of Toronto, 2014). Even when 
school board races themselves are high profile, as was the case in Calgary’s 2017 public school 
board races, participation rates remain much lower than those for concurrent mayoral or council 
elections; in Calgary, turnout was 58.1% for the mayoral election, 54.7% for the council election, 
and just 41.4% for school board elections (City of Calgary 2017). These low rates of participation 
in trustee elections are all the more striking given that Toronto and Calgary have among the highest 
rates of participation in such elections in Canada. At the other end of the spectrum lie boards in 
Quebec. In that province (which holds school board elections independently of municipal 
contests), participation in the most recent (2014) elections was a mere 5.5% (Ministère de 
l'Éducation et de l'Enseignement supérieur, 2014). Across Canada, therefore, voters seem to place 
little importance on elections for school board trustee.  

Individual-level survey data, collected at the time of the 2017 Calgary civic election, tell 
much the same story. Results from the Canadian Municipal Election Study (CMES), a comparative 
survey of voting behaviour in Canadian local elections (and the source of the analyses below), 
reveal that Calgarians have extremely low levels of interest in school board politics.1 During the 
2017 Calgary election campaign, the average reported level of interest in municipal politics was 
7.2 out of 10, compared to 7.7 and 7.9 for provincial and federal politics, respectively. These are 
important differences, revealing that in general, electors are less interested in municipal politics 
than provincial or federal politics (p < 0.01). Still, the numbers are all in the same ballpark. For 
school board elections, however, the average level of interest among Calgarians was astonishingly 
low: a mere 4.0 out of 10.2 This low level of interest goes a long way towards explaining the low 
turnout numbers discussed above, and confirms that school board elections, and by extension 
school boards, are simply not a priority for most electors. 

Electors are not alone in their disinterest in school boards. To our knowledge, there has yet 
to be a single academic study of political behaviour in school board elections in Canada. This lack 
of attention from both citizens and academics is striking. Across Canada, there are thousands of 
school board trustees who are voted (or acclaimed) into power, a massive cohort of elected officials 
whose total numbers are rivalled only by their counterparts on city councils. These trustees make 
important policy and budget decisions about their school systems, decisions that often have clear 
effects – in areas such as school closures, busing schedules, special education programming, and 
others – on the lives of students and their parents. That the selection of trustees be based upon 
input from a sizable segment of the electorate, and one that is representative of the larger 
population, seems vital to the legitimacy of the decisions made by these governing bodies. 

                                                            
1 Calgary is the only city in the study for which data on school board elections are available. 
2 N = 642. The value for school board differs from the others at p < 0.001.  
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Still, electors may have good reason to view these bodies as unimportant. School board 
trustees often maintain that they form the heart of a democratically accountable education system, 
serving as the vital democratic link between local needs and a distant provincial education 
bureaucracy (Sheppard et al. 2013). However, the legitimacy of (and even need for) school boards 
has been questioned in recent years, as authority over policy areas such as curriculum, teacher 
salaries, and budgets has inexorably migrated from the local to the provincial scale. High-profile 
provincial interventions in local school boards in large Canadian cities – Vancouver, Ottawa, 
Toronto, Calgary – bespeak an increasing willingness on the part of the provinces to intervene 
directly in the work of democratically elected trustees (Junker 2017, Mackie 2002, Sherlock 2016). 
It is an open question as to whether these interventions would have taken place if the publics in 
these cities were more clearly engaged in school board politics. Provincial governments may be 
more hesitant to involve themselves in the work of elected officials whom they expect the public 
sees as legitimate and important.   

Concerns about the democratic legitimacy and role of Canadian school boards are all the 
more significant in light of international research on the composition of electorates in very low 
turnout elections. Studies of American school board elections have noted the potential influence 
of well-organized (but perhaps fringe) groups in such elections, given that turnout numbers are 
similarly low in that country. While the significance of these effects, both for the composition of 
the voting population and for policy outputs, remains a matter of some debate, recent research has 
demonstrated that the effects are real and could well be substantial; in U.S. school board elections, 
for instance, school districts with off-cycle elections are associated with 3 percent higher pay rates 
for teachers than those with on-cycle elections, possibly reflecting the greater influence of teacher 
unions in low-turnout off-cycle elections (Anzia 2011, Moe 2006, Kogan et al. forthcoming). 
There is every reason to believe that low turnout could also have policy implications in Canada.  
 Taken together, the very qualities that presumably have led Canadian political scientists to 
neglect school board elections – low turnout, low interest, declining policy authority, and a rolling 
crisis of democratic legitimacy – make them particularly important to understand. Who actually 
participates in these elections? What distinguishes voters who “complete” their ballot – that is, 
those who vote not only for mayor or council, but also for school board trustees – from those who 
selectively abstain from school board elections? What might this teach us about the composition 
of school board electorates, and potentially policy outputs, in Canada?  
 In this research note, we begin to address these questions. Using CMES survey data from 
the city of Calgary, we undertake an exploratory analysis of participation in school board elections. 
This work represents the first individual-level study of school board elections ever conducted in 
Canada, and considers several questions. First, what are the sociodemographic correlates of 
participation in school board elections? Second, what role does parenthood have in participation? 
Does having children currently enrolled in school drive electors to participate, or is simply having 
children of any age sufficient? Does the board in which one’s child attends school (public or 
Catholic) matter for participation? Finally, we consider whether the competitiveness or races or 
the partisanship of electors matters for school board turnout. The results of this study have 
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implications for school board elections across Canada, and for the study of down-ballot elections 
more generally. 
 
SCHOOL BOARD ELECTIONS AND CORRELATES OF PARTICIPATION 
 Calgary’s most recent school board elections, which took place on October 16, 2017, offer 
a good case in which to initiate a study of Canadian school board contests. The elections are 
noteworthy for their relatively high profile. Before the election, controversy about school board 
spending decisions and bus schedule policies prompted a number of incumbent retirements as well 
as the emergence of a conservative-minded local slate in the public board election called “Students 
Count”. The slate was endorsed by Jason Kenney, a well-known Conservative politician, and the 
election involved a degree of profile and expense – extensive lawn sign campaigns, substantial 
local media coverage, and even expensive campaign tactics such as robocalls – that was highly 
atypical for school board races (Braid 2017, Ferguson 2017). The Calgary elections thus represent 
a usefully ‘extreme’ case to explore, allowing us to understand who is declining to participate in 
school board elections even when the profile of the race is quite high.  

The case of Calgary is also worthy of study given the presence of two parallel, publicly 
funded school systems: the public and separate/Catholic boards. While additional school boards 
do exist in Alberta – including, distinctively in the Canadian context, a small number of charter 
schools – only public and Catholic trustees are elected concurrently with municipal officials. The 
basic structure of school board elections in Calgary is therefore very similar to trustee elections in 
many other parts of Canada, which also have separate boards. In this sense, we suspect that our 
findings may be generalizable to other contexts where multiple school board elections are held. 

What factors do we expect to be related to participation in school board elections? Past 
research in the Canadian municipal context shows that there are several important correlates of 
ballot roll-off at the council level – that is, choosing to cast a ballot in a mayoral race but not a 
council race – including demographic variables such as age, income, and ethnicity (McGregor, 
forthcoming). We therefore begin by exploring how similar sociodemographic factors relate to 
participation in school board elections.  
 The distinctive policy focus of school board elections – which are, after all, about 
policymaking related to local schools – also prompts us to examine a series of factors which are 
not normally included in studies of voter turnout. These factors are all related to parenthood. First, 
we seek to explore the differences between parents with children in public and Catholic school. 
Here we have few clear expectations to guide us. The public board election was much higher 
profile in Calgary, and involved an ideological dimension and an explicit electoral slate, which 
may have prompted higher participation. At the same time, voters in Catholic elections may 
represent a more closely knit and consistently engaged electorate, based upon a common faith. 
Either way, we see value in establishing baseline differences, if there are any, between 
participation in the two types of school board elections, which will be useful for future studies of 
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school board participation in Canada.3  We also consider whether one’s children must currently be 
enrolled in school in order for electors to be engaged. Finally, we consider whether the 
competitiveness of school board elections or the partisanship of electors effects participation in 
school board elections. Answering these questions will provide insight into the composition of 
school board electorates, and the question of which potential voters school board candidates should 
target with their campaigns.  
 
CANADIAN MUNICIPAL ELECTION STUDY DATA 

The analysis below is based on survey data collected from eligible voters during the 2017 
Calgary election. The Calgary survey was the first city for which data were collected in the 
Canadian Municipal Election Study, a larger comparative study of Canadian municipal elections. 
Respondents completed a campaign-period survey as well as a post-election survey.4 Many CMES 
questions closely resemble those in other election studies, such as the Canadian Election Study, 
with appropriate modifications to suit the municipal context. In Calgary, the CMES included 
several questions related to school board elections, including questions about whether respondents 
have children, the board that their children attended (if any), and participation in the school board 
election. A total of 642 respondents provided answers to the questions required for our analysis 
here.  

Our outcome variables of interest are two binary measures of ballot roll-off, whereby 
turnout in school board elections is compared to mayoral and council participation. Ballot roll-off 
is the phenomenon in which individuals mark a vote at the ‘top’ of the ballot (e.g. a mayoral race) 
but abstain from voting at the ‘bottom’ (e.g. a concurrent school board race). A value of 1 for the 
mayoral-school board roll-off variables indicates that the respondent voted in both the mayoral 
and the school board election, and a 0 indicates that the respondent rolled off, and voted in the 
mayoral election but not in the school board election (the same logic holds for the council-school 
board variable). Most research on ballot roll-off originates in the United States, where concurrent 
elections are the norm in national, state, municipal, and judicial elections (see Walker 1966; 
Nichols 1998; Hall 2007; Bullock and Dunn 1996 for examples of each). In Canada, however, 
concurrent elections are rare; only at the local level are multiple positions contested 
simultaneously. As such, we know little about roll-off in Canadian municipal elections (see 
McGregor, forthcoming, for the lone exception), and nothing about the correlates of turnout or 
roll-off in Canadian school board elections.  
                                                            
3 We note that we do not consider here many of attitudinal factors that are often included in studies of voter turnout, 
such as political interest, knowledge, or the sense that voting is one’s duty (*as opposed to a choice). We recognize 
that such variables will likely be related to the sociodemographic characteristics and having children (our primary 
variables of interest). Our focus here, however, is upon determining who votes in school board elections, rather than 
why they do so. The one attitudinal factor that is the exception to this statement is partisan identification. Given the 
ideological and partisan context of public board election noted above, we expect that partisanship may have an impact 
upon school board turnout 
4 Survey respondents were recruited in two ways. Most (581 of 642 cases considered here) were recruited through 
random digit dialing (RDD), and then directed by a live operator to an online survey. The remainder (61) were 
recruited from an existing online survey panel. Our findings in the analysis below does not differ if the sample is 
limited to either the RDD or panel respondents. 



 5

We consider two outcome variables: roll-off from the mayoral to the school board ballot, 
and roll-off from the city council to the school board ballot. We focus on both types of roll-off to 
avoid the possibility that the roll-off we observe may simply reflect more generally patterns of 
roll-off from the mayoral ballot. By comparing school board turnout to both mayoral and city 
council contests, we are able to identify the factors that are distinctive to participation in trustee 
elections. Among our sample, 14.0% of mayoral voters rolled-off at the school board level, while 
this figure is 11.5% for roll-off from council elections.  

Why do we focus on measures of roll-off rather than the obvious alternative, a simple 
binary indicator of school board vote participation? Every respondent in our sample who voted in 
school board elections also voted in both the mayoral and council election – an unsurprising 
finding, since turnout in top-of-ballot races is typically much higher than turnout in bottom-of-
ballot races. This means that a school board turnout measure would largely reflect underlying 
determinants of participation in local elections more generally. Focusing on roll-off allows us to 
disentangle the correlates of school board turnout from mayoral or council turnout, distinguishing 
the distinctive factors that are associated with school board turnout in particular.  

The use of these roll-off measures also fits well with the focus on the Calgary 2017 
elections to study school board participation. It has been suggested that roll-off rates will be higher 
in high-turnout mayoral races (McGregor, forthcoming), on the assumption that a high-profile 
mayoral race will attract voters who might not otherwise participate. Compared to those who 
would vote regardless of the profile of the mayoral race, these less frequent voters are unlikely to 
vote in down-ballot races. Calgary’s roll-off rates, from mayoral to school board, are consistent 
with this argument. Turnout in the 2017 mayoral race was very high, both in comparison to other 
municipalities (turnout in Edmonton’s mayoral race on the same day was 31.5%) and Calgary’s 
past experience (turnout in the 2013 mayoral race was 39.4%). The aggregate rate of roll-off from 
mayoral to school board elections in Calgary in 2017 was higher (28.8%) than in Edmonton in 
2017 (14.3%) or Calgary in 2013 (20.9%) (City of Calgary 2013, 2017; City of Edmonton 2017). 
All else equal, higher roll-off rates create more statistical leverage with which to isolate the 
correlates of ballot completion, making this is a good case in which to study participation in school 
board elections.5  

We focus on three types of factors in our analysis of ballot completion.6 The first is a set 
of standard sociodemographic variables that are typically included in models of turnout and ballot 
roll-off (see Blais, 2007 for an overview of the correlates of turnout). Next, we consider three 

                                                            
5 The mayoral-school board roll-off rate in our sample is 14.0%. We can think of two reasons why this is lower than 
in the official results from the City of Calgary. First, as noted elsewhere, we limit our analysis to wards where there 
is not an acclaimed school board race (the figure of 28.8% is not based upon such a limitation). Second, it is well 
documented that rates of turnout estimated using survey data are substantially higher than among the actual population. 
We suspect that this phenomenon applies in the CMES to reported turnout at the mayoral, council and school board 
elections, but ceiling effects make the magnitude of this effect smaller among those races with a higher turnout 
(particularly the mayoral race). As such, we expect that estimated rates of turnout at the school board level will be 
more affected by this over reporting than will either mayoral or council turnout, thus reducing the observed gap in 
participation rates. 
6 Please refer to Appendix I for details on each of these variables. 
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variables related to parental status: those who have children in the public school system; those who 
have children in the Catholic system; and those who simply have children, regardless of their age 
or school attendance. In our analysis of public school and Catholic school parents, the baseline 
category is the respondents who do not have children in either type of school.7 Finally, we include 
two contextual variables in the analysis. First, we include a measure of competitiveness of school 
board races (determined at the ward level, according to the board respondents are registered to 
vote in), since turnout and competitiveness have been repeatedly shown to be closely related to 
one another (Blais 2006, Breux 2017). This is particularly important in the Calgary case, because 
the Catholic school board elections were less competitive than those in the public board.8 The 
measure is an indicator of the effective number of candidates (Laakso and Taagepera 1979), which 
Endersby et al. (2002) have shown to be related to turnout at the district level in Canadian federal 
elections.9 We also include a measure of respondent partisanship, as the aforementioned “Students 
Count” slate received considerable local coverage and public support from provincial 
Conservatives during the campaign. To account for possible partisan motivations for participation, 
we therefore include a dummy to compare partisan to non-partisan respondents.10   

Three additional methodological comments are worth noting before we present results. 
First, Catholic trustees were acclaimed in several races (3 of 7); to ensure comparability, we 
therefore limit our analysis to the wards in which both boards held elections.11 Second, we report 
standard errors clustered by ward to account for unobserved ward-level variation. Finally, with the 
exception of the indicator of competitiveness, all variables have been coded to range from 0 (the 
minimum possible value) and 1 (the maximum).12 
 
RESULTS 

Our analysis is focused on three questions. First, which sociodemographic characteristics 
are associated with ballot roll-off at the school-board level? Second, what is the relationship 
between parental status, the type of school one’s child attends, and roll-off? Finally, are contextual 

                                                            
7 There are a small number of respondents with children in other types of school (i.e. Francophone, Charter, etc.), that 
did not hold elections at the time of the Civic election. As these individuals are able to vote in publicly funded school 
board elections should they choose to do so, however, we keep these respondents in our sample, grouping them with 
those without children in public or Catholic school. 
8 In the pre-election survey, we asked respondents in which board they were registered or planned to register (in 
Calgary, electors can simply choose one or the other). We use this response for the “competitiveness” variable, which 
varies by ward and board. Elsewhere in our analysis, however, we focus on the type of school attended by respondents 
who have children. While the “registration” variable is useful in theory, in practice it is too closely correlated with the 
school attendance variables to include in our models (96.6% of those with children in public school claimed to be 
registered in the public board elections; 87.9% of those with Catholic school children claimed Catholic board 
registration). We thus have insufficient statistical leverage for making distinctions between these two factors.  
9 Values from this variable range from 1.5 (wards 9 and 10 in the Catholic board) to 6.5 (wards 5 and 10 in the public 
board). The average number of effective candidates is 2.7. 
10 In additional analyses (not shown), give that the “Students Count” slate was decided Conservative in Nature, we 
compared partisans of conservative parties (Wildrose, PC, or UCP partisanship) to those of other parties (NDP, 
Liberals and Alberta Party). There was no statistically significant difference in the behaviour of these two groups. 
11 Analysis includes respondents in wards 4,6,7,8,9,10, 13 and 14. 
12 We retained the original scale for the competitiveness variable because it makes the interpretation of the variable 
(the effect on participation of adding one effective candidate to the race) more intuitive.  
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factors (specifically, the competiveness of the race and the partisanship of electors) related to 
participation in school board elections?  

Tables 1 and 2 provide answers to each of these questions. The tables display the results of 
several logistic regression models in which different combinations of explanatory variables are 
considered. Table 1 considers the correlates of ballot roll-off from the mayoral to school board 
level, while Table 2 examines roll-off from council to school boards. Again, a value of 1 for these 
outcome variables indicates participation at both the mayoral (or council) and school board level, 
while a value of 0 indicates abstention in school board races. Thus positive entries in the table 
indicate participation in school board elections, and a lack of roll-off. 

The tables report average marginal effects, and since each explanatory variable ranges from 
0 and 1, entries can be interpreted as the full effect of each variable on the probability of 
participating at the school board level; the exception is the competitiveness variable, for which 
results are to be interpreted as the effect of adding one additional ‘effective’ candidate. We provide 
four model specifications in each, with different combinations of explanatory variables, to test the 
stability of the coefficients and compare the strength of the relationships between each variable 
and ballot roll-off.  
 
Table 1:  Correlates School Board Participation – Compared to Mayoral Participation 

  Model 1A Model 1B Model 1C Model 1D 
Under 35 -0.09 (0.03)*** -0.09 (0.03)*** -0.06 (0.03)* -0.06 (0.02)** 
Over 64 0.05 (0.06) 0.04 (0.06) 0.02 (0.06) 0.02 (0.06) 
Female 0.05 (0.03)* 0.05 (0.03)* 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03) 
University educated 0.06 (0.02)** 0.05 (0.02)** 0.05 (0.02)** 0.06 (0.02)** 
High income -0.01 (0.05) -0.02 (0.05) -0.03 (0.05) -0.03 (0.05) 
Visible minority -0.09 (0.06) -0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.06) -0.08 (0.06) 
Immigrant 0.04 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.02) 
Children in public school   0.07 (0.04)* 0.02 (0.04)   
Children in Catholic school   -0.01 (0.06) -0.04 (0.06)   
Have children (any age)     -0.09 (0.02)*** 0.09 (0.02)*** 
Competiveness/effective # of candidates     0.01 (0.01)* 
Partisan    0.03 (0.05) 

Psuedo R2 0.0374 0.0412 0.0568 0.0619 
Entries report marginal effects and standard errors (in parentheses) 
*: p < 0.10, **: p < 0.05, ***: p < 0.01 
N = 642 in all models. Number of clusters = 8 
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Table 2:  Correlates School Board Participation – Compared to Council Participation 

  Model 2A Model 2B Model 2C Model 2D 
Under 35 -0.09 (0.01)*** -0.09 (0.01)*** -0.06 (0.02)*** -0.06 (0.01)*** 
Over 64 0.01 (0.065) 0.01 (0.05) -0.01 (0.05) -0.02 (0.05) 
Female 0.06 (0.03)* 0.05 (0.03)* 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03)* 
University educated 0.05 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)* 0.05 (0.02)** 
High income -0.04 (0.05) -0.04 (0.05) -0.05 (0.05) -0.05 (0.05) 
Visible minority -0.05 (0.06) -0.05 (0.06) -0.04 (0.06) -0.04 (0.06) 
Immigrant 0.04 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 
Children in public school   0.11 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07)   
Children in Catholic school   0.02 (0.05) -0.01 (0.05)   
Have children (any age)     0.09 (0.02)*** 0.09 (0.01)*** 
Competiveness/effective # of candidates     0.01 (0.01)** 
Partisan    0.04 (0.04) 

Psuedo R2 0.0355 0.0447 0.0647 0.0693 
Entries report marginal effects and standard errors (in parentheses) 
*: p < 0.10, **: p < 0.05, ***: p < 0.01 
N = 624 in all models. Number of clusters = 8 

 
 The first finding of note is that the patterns observed in the two tables are very similar to 
one another: the factors that are associated with roll-off from the mayoral to school board level 
(Table 1) are the same as, or very similar to, those related to roll-off from council elections (Table 
2). Patterns of participation in school board elections thus appear to be distinctive to school board 
elections alone.  
 Our tables reveal that several sociodemographic characteristics are related to participation 
in school elections. Those who are younger than 35 and who lack a university education are 
especially likely roll-off at the school board level, as compared to both the mayoral and council 
level. The data also suggest strongly that women are relatively likely to vote in school board 
elections; the “Female” variable is significant at p<0.10 in five of the eight models in the tables. 
While the mechanisms involved in these associations certainly merit further study, these findings 
are generally unsurprising. Past research shows that young voters are less likely to vote in all types 
of elections than their older counterparts (Blais and Loewen 2011); CMES data suggest that they 
are particularly unlikely to be engaged with school elections.13 Similarly, increased engagement 
among those with a university education, and also among women, suggests that these groups 
consider education and school board politics to be worthy of their attention.  

                                                            
13 26.0% of respondents under 35 had children, as compared to 64.9% of those between 35 and 64, and 81.8% of 
seniors. This reduced participation may relate to the fact that they are less likely than their older counterparts to have 
children, though this variable remains statistically significant even when the “have children” variables are added. A 
more social dimension may also be at play here; they and those around them are less likely to have children. These 
possibilities merit further study.  
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 Models 1B, 1C, 2B and 2C enable us to examine the effect of having children on school 
board participation. While Model 1B provides some modest evidence (at p<0.10) that parents with 
children in public school are less likely to roll-off from mayoral school elections than are their 
counterparts with children in Catholic school, this finding does not replicate in the council-school 
board comparison in Table 2. Moreover, this effect ceases to be statistically significant when 
controlling for having children of any age (model 1C).  Still, we believe it plausible that the lack 
of and observed difference between Catholic and public school parents may have to do more with 
our limited sample size than the absence of a difference within the population as a whole. This 
seems to us another very fruitful avenue for future research, which should test whether such 
differences exist (and why) in other settings where multiple school boards hold parallel elections. 

What is very clear, however, is the finding that having children, regardless of their age, is 
more important to participation in school board elections than is having children who are currently 
enrolled in school.  Even after controls for partisanship and the competitiveness of a race are 
considered (Models 1D and 2D), having children increases the likelihood of ballot completion by 
nearly ten percentage points, a large and substantively important relationship. Once again, the 
specific mechanisms are worthy of additional study; it seems clear that having children of any age 
engages a voter in school board politics. Once a voter has a child in the school system, they may 
remain engaged in school board politics even after their children have completed their education. 
Alternatively, simply having children may alert voters to the importance of schooling or make 
them feel justified in participating in the school system. These are distinct and empirically tractable 
possibilities, which should be explored in future research. 
 The contextual variables are also worthy of discussion. As one might expect, the 
competitiveness of a race (as indicated by the effective number of candidates) is an important 
predictor of participation in school board races – closer races are associated with lower levels of 
roll-off from both the mayoral and council level. Perhaps surprising is the fact that provincial 
partisanship is not related to participation. Despite the presence of a highly visible partisan 
“Students Count” slate in the public school board election, respondents who hold provincial 
partisan identities were no more likely to participate in school board elections than were their non-
partisan counterparts.  
  
CONCLUSION 

Our analysis represents the first foray into the study of political behaviour in Canadian 
school board elections. We have identified several sociodemographic characteristics associated 
with participation in those contests, demonstrated the importance of having children for school 
board participation and shown that the competiveness of contests affects participation. At a broader 
scale, our findings suggest that the composition of school board electorates is shaped by key 
demographic and life-course variables – school board electorates are likely to be more well-
educated, for instance, and contain more parents than the general public – but not by partisanship, 
even in the case of a quasi-partisan school board contest in Calgary.  
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These findings are just the beginning. There is room for much more research on the 
correlates of vote choice and turnout in school board elections, and important work to be done on 
what a fuller model of school board participation might look like (the pseudo-R2 values in our 
models are consistently quite low, suggesting that there is a lot of variation on these variables still 
to be accounted for). Comparing differences in participation in contexts where school system 
differences may be more salient for local residents – such as Catholic versus public school boards 
in Ontario, or English-language and French-language school boards in Quebec – will also clarify 
if the differences suggested, even if modestly, by the Calgary data exist in other school systems 
across the country. Given recent school board controversies in large cities across Canada, debates 
about the purpose and democratic legitimacy of school boards are likely to continue in the coming 
years. Academic research on overall levels of interest and engagement in school board elections, 
along with research on patterns of participation in school board politics, can make a valuable 
contribution to these debates.  
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APPENDIX II: VARIABLES AND CMES QUESTIONS 
 
Interest in politics 
How Interested are you in Municipal Politics?  In Provincial Politics?  In Federal Politics?  In 
School Board politics?  
<0 (not at all interested), …, 10 (very interested)> 
Interval level variable coded from 0 (not at all interested) to 1 (very interested). 
 
Ballot completion 
When multiple elections are held at the same time, many people vote for some positions, but not 
for others.  Which races did you vote in? Please check all that apply.   
<Mayoral, countil and school board> 
Dummy variable coded as 1 if voted in both mayoral and school board, and 0 if voted in mayoral 
election only. 
 
Sociodemographic characteristics  
Age:  In what year were you born?  Please enter your year of birth in the box below. Dummy 
variables for under 35 and over 64 (35 to 64 as baseline). 
Gender: Are you:  <male, female >  Dummy coded as male (0) or female (1). 
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Education: What is the highest level of education that you have completed?  Dummy variable 
coded as university education (1) or less (0). 
Income: Which of the following best indicates your annual household income before taxes?  
Dummy variable coded as above median (1) or below (0). 
Visible minority: To which ethnic or cultural group or groups do you belong. Dummy variable 
coded as non-European (1) or European (0) ancestry. 
Immigrant: Were you born in Canada?  Dummy variable coded as no (1) or yes (0). 
 
Parental variables 
If you have children, what type of school do they attend? 
<Do not have children, they do not attend school, they attend public school, they attend separate 
(Catholic) school), they attend another type of school.> Dummy variables set up for those which 
children in public and Catholic schools, with all other respondents as baseline. 
 
Have children:  If you have children, do you have sons, daughterr, or both? <Do not have 
children, son(s) only, Daughter(s) only, Both son(s) and daughter(s)> Dummy variable compares 
those with no children (0) to those with them (1) 
 
In which School board are you registered to vote?  If you are not already registered, which board 
will you/would you register for?  <Public (Calgary Board of Education), Catholic (Calgary 
Catholic School District)> (Used to assign electors to a board when calculating competitiveness) 
 
Contextual variables 
Competitiveness 
This variable stems from the work of Laakso and Taagepera (1979). The formula is as follows: 

	1 1 2,  
Where N = the effective number of parties and p = the fractional share of the i-th candidate 
 
Provincial partisanship (two questions):  
1) In provincial politics, do you usually think of yourself as: <NDP, Progressive Conservative, 
Wildrose, United Conservative, Liberal, Alberta Party, Other, None of the above>. 
2) How strongly do you identify with that party?  <Very strongly, fairy strongly, not very 
strongly, don’t know>  
Dummy variables set up for Conservative (including PC, Wildrose and UCP), other (NDP, 
Liberal, Alberta Party and other). Baseline is non-partisan. Following Blais et al., 2002, we only 
count very and fairly strongly identifying respondents as partisans. 
 
 


