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Abstract 
 

What happens to public opinion when prominent partisan officials intervene in education policy 
debates? We analyzed the results of 18 survey experiments conducted between 2009 and 2021 
with nationally representative samples of U.S. adults. Each experiment explored the effect of an 
endorsement of a specific education policy by a high-profile partisan official on the public’s 
attitudes toward that policy. Our results indicated that the engagement of such officials in 
education policy issues typically did little to move public opinion in the direction of the cue-
giver’s preferred policies. Instead, the chief consequence was increased polarization among the 
public along partisan lines. A key exception applied to endorsements of policies that diverged 
from the traditional position of the cue-giver’s own party, which tended to shift aggregate public 
opinion modestly in favor of those policies. Such cross-party cues also had minor de-polarizing 
consequences. 
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 Over the last twenty years, public opinion in the United States on questions of education 

policy has increasingly split along party lines (Houston, 2024). Although arising somewhat later 

than analogous trends in other policy domains, this dynamic mirrored the broader alignment 

between party affiliation and policy views among the American public that accelerated in the 

1990’s and has since continued unabated (Bafumi & Shapiro, 2009; Levendusky, 2009). Partisan 

sorting, to use the term favored by political scientists, is the product of multiple and overlapping 

causes, including the realignment of Southern politics in the wake of the civil rights movement, 

the concentration of legislative authority among party leaders in Congress, increasing income 

inequality, and tectonic shifts in the media environment (McCarty, 2019). The common thread 

across all of these factors has been the emergence of clearer and more consistent signaling by 

high-profile partisan officials about the values, ideas, and policies associated with each of the 

two major parties, which rank-and-file Democrats and Republicans have used to update and 

adjust their own political belief systems (Levendusky, 2009).  

Education policy proved to be an exception to this pattern for many years. Prominent 

actors in both parties staked out similar positions in the 1990’s, 2000’s, and 2010’s on 

standardized testing, school choice, and the role of the federal government (McGuinn, 2006; 

Rhodes, 2012). As the political consensus on these matters broke down and as new, more 

polarizing issues—such as pandemic-era school closures, classroom instruction about racism, 

and the rights of gay and transgender students—grew in salience, some observers suggested that 

the era of bipartisanship among elected officials on education policy had come to an end (e.g., 

Finn & Hess, 2022; Schneider & Berkshire, 2020). A common theme across many of these 

accounts was a dose of measured skepticism about the salutary effects of the presence of 

polarizing political figures in education policy debates. Indeed, the nontrivial influence of high-
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profile partisan officials over education policy is of relatively recent historical vintage, a function 

of long-term shifts in school governance spanning multiple decades. These underlying 

institutional trends, alongside the changing political context, prompted the question that guided 

our inquiry: What happens to public opinion when prominent partisan officials intervene in 

education policy debates? 

The Decline of Local, Education-Specific School Governance 

Two key institutional features characterized early American public-school governance: 

localism and separation from general-purpose politics (Henig, 2013; Kaestle, 1983; Neem, 2017; 

Tyack, 1974). Although Constitutional authority for the operation of public schools rested at the 

state level, most states delegated almost all decision-making powers to local officials until the 

second half of the 20th century (Manna, 2006; Timar, 1997). The establishment of two parallel 

local governments—one for schools and one for essentially everything else—originated in 

Massachusetts in 1826 (Tyack, 1974). Progressive Era reforms from the late 1800’s and early 

1900’s, ostensibly intended to buffer education from the patronage and partisan spoils systems of 

urban political machines, further refined the basic template for local school governance all across 

the country: institutionally separate and locally financed jurisdictions in which a nonpartisan 

school board—often selected in special elections held at separate times from general municipal, 

state, and federal elections—appointed a professional superintendent to oversee the operation of 

public elementary and secondary schools (Iannaccone, 1967; Kirst, 2004). 

Both of these features of school governance experienced considerable institutional 

erosion over the last seventy years. The gradual expansion of state and federal authority over K-

12 education at the expense of local autonomy has been the subject of extensive scholarly 

attention by historians, legal scholars, and political scientists. Depending on whether one focused 
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on the actions of lawmakers, the courts, or educational professionals, the specific contours of this 

narrative might have varied, but key episodes consistently included Brown v. Board of Education 

in 1954, the National Defense and Education Act of 1958, the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965, the educational equity and adequacy lawsuits that began in the 1970’s, 

the emergence of the standards-based reform movement in the 1980’s and 1990’s, and the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Davies, 2007; Manna, 2010; McGuinn, 2006; Reed, 2014; Ryan, 

2009; Superfine, 2013). 

The latter half of the 20th century and the first decades of the 21st also witnessed the 

growing institutional authority of mayors, governors, and presidents over K-12 education policy 

(Henig, 2013; Mehta & Teles, 2011). Unlike school board members, superintendents, chief state 

school officers, and other education-specific officials, these general-purpose officeholders 

viewed education as one policy domain among many in a larger portfolio of responsibilities. 

They also, in contrast to most of their education-specific counterparts, typically campaigned and 

governed under the banner of a formal political party affiliation. Mayors in fifteen cities acquired 

the power to appoint all or most of the members of the local school board, which, in most cases, 

selected the district superintendent (Henig, 2013). In a majority of states, governors acquired the 

power to appoint a controlling proportion of the state board of education, which, analogous to 

their local counterparts, typically selected the chief state school officer (in a handful of cases, the 

governor gained the authority to appoint the state’s top education executive directly) (Education 

Commission of the States, 2024; Henig, 2013). During the 2000’s and 2010’s, the U.S. secretary 

of education, appointed by the president, wielded expanded powers over K-12 education through 

the implementation and enforcement of the No Child Left Behind Act and the Race to the Top 

program (McGuinn, 2016). This era also saw the decline of informal norms that may have 
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previously deterred high-profile elected Democrats and Republicans from opining publicly on 

education issues. The details of education policy increasingly became fruitful raw material for 

the rhetoric wielded by current or aspiring occupants of city halls, state capitols, the White 

House, and the U.S. Congress (Barnum, 2021; Betrand et al., 2023; Mahnken, 2022). 

Two recent episodes captured the convergence of these dynamics—the growth of state 

and federal authority and the increasing influence of general-purpose public officials—and their 

consequences for the politics of education: the Common Core State Standards and pandemic-era 

school closures. When they first entered the mainstream discourse, the Common Core enjoyed 

the support of two-thirds of Americans, including majorities of both Democrats and Republicans 

(Henderson & Peterson, 2013). This changed in the wake of the Obama administration’s decision 

to reward states for adopting the standards as part of the Race to the Top competitive grant 

program (McGuinn, 2014). Prominent Republicans found a political advantage by linking the 

standards to Obama and characterizing them as a case of federal overreach (Whitman, 2015). 

They christened the standards “Obamacore” in a reference to the Affordable Care Act of 2010, 

often referred to as “Obamacare,” which inspired the ire of conservative voters (Henig et al., 

2017). Public support for the standards, especially among Republicans, plunged (Henderson et 

al., 2014). Opposition to the standards was strongly associated with negative views toward 

Obama (Polikoff et al., 2016). Many Republican-led states subsequently renamed and lightly 

revised the standards in order to avoid the politically toxic label (Jochim & McGuinn, 2016). 

Similarly, in the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the decision to close schools 

for in-person instruction was essentially nonpartisan. Governors in both red and blue states 

swiftly closed schools’ doors in response to the danger and uncertainty posed by the virus. By 

May of 2020, however, President Trump had endorsed the view that schools should re-open as 
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quickly as possible (Kogan, in press). The resulting partisan divide was profound. Researchers 

revealed that school districts in Republican-leaning communities were far more likely to re-open 

for in-person instruction in Fall 2020 than their counterparts in Democratic-leaning communities 

(Grossmann et al., 2021; Hartney & Finger, 2022). Unsurprisingly, public opinion on the issue 

also split along party lines (Henderson et al., 2021). Notably, one of the most important 

predictors of public support for in-person instruction was the extent to which individuals trusted 

Trump (Collins, 2023). Even by the end of the 2020-21 academic year, the local results of the 

recent presidential election remained one of the factors most reliably associated with school re-

opening status (Houston & Steinberg, 2023). 

Our Study 

In our analysis, we focused on one of the key political consequences of the decline of 

local, education-specific governance: the frequent engagement of high-profile partisan officials 

in education policy debates. Specifically, we were interested in how the public responded to such 

engagement. We organized this line of inquiry around three research questions: 

1. What were the effects, on average, of information about high-profile partisan officials’ 

positions regarding a series of education policies on the public’s attitudes toward those 

policies? 

2. How did these average effects vary by the political party affiliations of the cue-giver and 

the recipient of the policy cue? In other words, to what extent did such information 

increase or decrease the partisan divide on these issues among the public? 

3. How did these average effects vary by other characteristics of the cue, the cue-giver, and 

the recipient (e.g., the issue in question, the year in which the cue was given, the extent to 

which the cue was politically surprising, the popularity of the cue-giver, the intensity of 
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recipients’ attachment to their political party)? 

To answer these questions, we analyzed the results of 18 survey experiments conducted 

between 2009 and 2021 with nationally representative samples of U.S. adults. Each experiment 

explored the effect of an endorsement of a specific education policy by the current U.S. president 

on participants’ attitudes toward that policy. Although we were also interested in the behavior of 

a broader class of general-purpose politicians, the president was the most universally 

recognizable and applicable figure for a nationally representative sample and a wide range of 

issues. Moreover, prior research on the effects of policy cues on public opinion, described at 

greater length in the following section, suggested that recognizability and party affiliation 

mattered more than the specific office of the individual providing the cue (Bisgaard & Slothuus, 

2018; Broockman & Butler, 2017; Druckman et al., 2013; Goren et al., 2009; Nicholson, 2012; 

Satherley et al., 2018). The U.S. president was the most visible and familiar face of a political 

party for our purpose. 

To briefly summarize our findings, information about high-profile partisan officials’ 

positions regarding education policy typically did little to move public opinion in the direction of 

the cue-giver’s preferred policies. Instead, the chief consequence was increased polarization 

among the public along partisan lines. A key exception applied to endorsements of policies that 

diverged from the traditional position of the cue-giver’s own party—for example, Obama’s 

support for centrist or center-right reforms such as charter schools or evaluating teachers based 

on students’ test score growth—which tended to shift aggregate public opinion modestly in favor 

of those policies. Such cross-party cues also had minor de-polarizing consequences. 

The results of our analysis can inform efforts to understand past engagement of high-

profile partisan officials in education policy debates and to anticipate the consequences of future 



 8 

engagement by those same officials as well as aspiring candidates for high office. For example, 

we provide clear empirical evidence of the way in which Obama’s and Trump’s shared support 

for charter schools helped generate notably different partisan dynamics on that issue during their 

respective administrations. Moreover, our findings almost certainly generalize to analogous 

situations, such as the political consequences of Obama’s support for the Common Core 

standards (prompting resistance among Republicans) or Trump’s support for rapidly re-opening 

schools for in-person instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic (prompting resistance among 

Democrats). We also argue that this pattern of results is likely not exclusive to presidential 

engagement. Our study may shed light on the effects of high-profile governors and gubernatorial 

candidates focusing on, for example, issues of race and gender in K-12 classrooms. And, 

although the linkage is more speculative, our results may provide context for the effects of 

formally non-partisan school board candidates running local campaigns with platforms that 

emphasize issues that have acquired clear partisan connotations. 

Our analysis also has implications for our understanding of the political consequences of 

the decades-long shift in school governance away from a model organized around localism and 

separation from general-purpose politics. One of the primary justifications that Progressive Era 

reformers gave for establishing local, education-specific governing institutions was the need to 

ensconce public education away from the rough-and-tumble world of partisan politics (Tyack & 

Hansot, 1981). This objective has attracted a wide range of criticism over the years. Clarence 

Stone (1998) argued that separating education policymaking from the local political context 

deprived school reform efforts of the broader constituencies necessary for robust and sustainable 

implementation. Others scholars argued that the governance model forged at the turn of the 20th 

century merely managed to empower special interest groups that could dominate a less visible 
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political arena; to over-represent the interests of older, whiter, and richer members of the 

electorate who were more likely to vote in low-turnout elections; and, as a result, to shield 

education officials from political accountability (Hartney & Hayes, 2021; Kogan et al., 2021; 

Moe, 2011; Payson, 2016). Moreover, local control of public education—regardless of whether 

education-specific or general-purpose officials carried more influence—has often served as a key 

mechanism for the creation and maintenance of persistent funding inequalities and segregation 

along racial, ethnic, and economic lines (Dahill-Brown, 2019; Kelly, 2023; McDermott, 1999).  

We do not seek to settle the debate over the advantages and disadvantages of local, 

education-specific school governance. Rather, we aim to illuminate one of the potential trade-

offs of this model’s structural decline over the last seventy years. As we consider our finding that 

high-profile partisan officials generally tend to reinforce and exacerbate partisan divisions in the 

public when they engage in education issues, the Progressive Era reformers’ concerns about the 

influence of general-purpose politicians in education policy appear newly prescient and credible. 

We concluded our project with an open-ended discussion about how we might reimagine our 

school governance structures to reduce the incentives for prominent partisan figures to intervene 

in education policy debates without undermining the school system’s responsiveness to the 

public via the political process. 

Policy Cues, Public Opinion, and Partisan Polarization 

There is a rich research literature, dating back at least to Samuel Popkin’s 1991 book, The 

Reasoning Voter, suggesting that individual citizens, lacking detailed knowledge of specific 

public policy options, have regularly relied on cues from leaders of trusted organizations, 

advocacy groups, and political parties to guide their opinions and voting choices. The following 

year, John Zaller published The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, which presented the now-
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canonical argument that public opinion about matters of public policy, especially among the most 

educated and politically engaged members of the public, has been profoundly influenced by 

messaging from political elites. Decades later, Gabriel Lenz (2012) demonstrated that this form 

of top-down opinion formation had become so pervasive that, when alerted to the fact that a 

political leader they supported held a view different from their own, individuals were much more 

likely to switch their views than to shift their support to another politician who was aligned with 

their original position. Vladimir Kogan (in press) recently documented two instances of this 

dynamic in the domain of education policy, revealing the influence of signals from high-profile 

partisan officials on the election results of statewide referenda in California in the 70’s and 90’s. 

Optimistic accounts of elite policy cues highlighted their capacity to guide individuals through 

the complexities of contemporary political debates and allow them to make relatively well-

informed choices at the ballot box (Aldrich, 1995; Fiorina, 2005). Less sanguine scholars pointed 

to both the promises and perils of opinion leadership, in which political leaders actively sought to 

reshape public opinion—either guiding it toward their own views of optimal public policy, 

toward positions that were electorally advantageous, or both (Achen & Bartels, 2017). 

There is a small but robust body of research specifically on the effects of prominent 

politicians’ policy views on public opinion and partisan polarization. The basic pattern could be 

aptly summarized by the title of Nicole Satherly and colleagues’ (2018) article that examined this 

issue: “If they say yes, we say no” (see also: Druckman et al., 2013; Goren et al., 2009; Iyengar 

& Westwood, 2015; Nicholson, 2012). In short, when someone learned that a politician of their 

own party supported a policy, they became more likely to support it. Conversely, when someone 

learned that a politician of an opposing party supported the same policy, they became less likely 

to support it. As a result, political cues and policy endorsements by high-profile partisan figures 
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tended to widen the gaps in public opinion among rank-and-file Democrats and Republicans. An 

exception occurred when a party leader expressed an ideologically surprising view (i.e., a 

Republican official endorsing a conventionally liberal position or a Democratic official 

endorsing a conventionally conservative position). Such cues could be even more influential to 

rank-and-file members of that party than ideologically unsurprising cues, revealing not only the 

power of partisan signals but also the ways in which such signals could paradoxically serve to 

reduce partisan polarization on a specific issue among the public (Barber & Pope, 2018). 

The participants in these studies were not necessarily responding to policy cues in an 

unthinking, knee-jerk fashion. Rather, in a political environment characterized by a high degree 

of intra-party agreement and inter-party disagreement among elected officials (McCarty et al., 

2016), it may have been reasonable for someone to receive a policy endorsement from a leader 

of the opposing party and assume with some confidence that leaders of their own party held the 

opposite view. Further, in an era in which rank-and-file members of both parties increasingly 

diverged on a wide range of issues (Bafumi & Shapiro, 2009; Houston, 2024; Levendusky, 

2009), a policy endorsement from a prominent partisan politician likely contained relevant 

information about that policy’s alignment with one’s own values and interests. However, in an 

experiment in which participants received both in-party and out-party cues—and in which the 

ideological directions of both cues varied independently—Anthony Fowler and William Howell 

(2023) demonstrated that, when the assumption that out-party support implied in-party 

opposition (and vice-versa) was untenable, individuals were willing to update their beliefs in line 

with policy cues from both in-party and out-party politicians. 

Earlier research also revealed some limits to the influence of partisanship. Using a 

conjoint survey experiment, Jonathan Mummolo and colleagues (2021) showed that voters’ 
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support for the candidate of their own party began to decline after they learned that the candidate 

held positions contrary to their own on multiple high-salience issues. Other scholars have shown 

that Americans were not completely immune to attempts at persuasion that challenged their 

partisan identities. For example, assembling data from nearly two dozen experiments, Alexander 

Coppock (2022) demonstrated that the dissemination of arguments and evidence in favor of 

certain positions caused members of both parties to update their beliefs in the same direction. On 

the other hand, these informational effects were smaller in magnitude than the disclosure of 

simple policy endorsements by party leaders unaccompanied by a rationale or justification 

(Broockman & Butler, 2017; Tappin, Berinsky, & Rand, 2023). 

The broad take-away from the existing literature—that policy cues by partisan figures 

generally tended to have polarizing effects on the public’s views—concealed considerable 

variation in the conditions under which this pattern was more or less pronounced. For example, 

prior research suggested that the effects of partisan cues not only varied by recipients’ party 

affiliations but that these differential effects themselves also varied by the intensity of recipients’ 

attachment to their political party (Goren et al., 2009; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Satherley et 

al., 2018). In addition, the degree of polarization among the public induced by a given policy 

endorsement varied by the extent to which political leaders were divided over the same issue 

along party lines (Druckman et al., 2013) and the extent to which the endorsement was 

politically surprising (Barber & Pope, 2018; Houston, 2021), such as when a high-profile elected 

official adopted a position traditionally associated with the opposing party. A key source of 

variation that mattered only modestly if at all was the specific political office held by the cue-

giver. Many of the studies cited here considered the effects of party cues from different 

officeholders—presidents, prime ministers, legislators, governors, and even just generic 
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members of a given political party—and observed similar patterns (although Stephen Nicholson, 

2012, found that cues from specific politicians were somewhat more polarizing than cues 

attributed to a party as a whole). 

Data and Methods 

To conduct our analysis, we relied on data from the 2009, 2010, 2017, 2020, and 2021 

iterations of the Education Next (EN) poll. Each year’s EN poll sampled respondents from the 

KnowledgePanel®, an ongoing, nationally representative, online panel recruited via address-

based sampling. In all years, respondents could elect to complete the survey in either English or 

Spanish. The number of respondents varied by year, ranging from a low of 1,410 in 2021 to a 

high of 4,291 in 2020. The surveys administered during the five years listed above contained a 

total of 18 presidential policy endorsement experiments. In each experiment, the poll randomly 

assigned some respondents to receive the current U.S. president’s position on a policy before 

asking all respondents to indicate their support or opposition to that policy. Various permutations 

gauged the effects of policy cues from Obama, Trump, and Biden on issues ranging from merit-

based pay for teachers to universal pre-kindergarten (please see Appendix B for a complete list of 

all question wordings for the survey items we used in our analysis). 

A common critique of survey experiments is that the artificiality of the context—

answering questions in an online survey—limits their generalizability to more realistic settings 

(Barabas & Jerit, 2010). We argue that this line of criticism is less applicable to our particular 

study because the conventional method for measuring and analyzing public opinion is precisely 

in the context of a nationally representative online survey. On the other hand, there is a related 

threat to external validity that applies squarely to our analysis. In our battery of experiments, the 

various combinations of presidents and issues that we considered did not constitute an exhaustive 
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set of partisan cue-givers and relevant education policy debates. The range of generalizability for 

our analysis, therefore, may be more accurately described as exceptionally high-profile partisan 

cue-givers and relatively high-salience debates. 

To evaluate the effectiveness of random assignment in each survey experiment, we 

checked for balance in demographic covariates between the treatment group (participants 

received a policy cue) and the control group (participants did not receive a policy cue) using the 

following ordinary least squares (OLS) regression equation: 

 𝐶𝑢𝑒! = 𝛼 + 𝜷𝑿! + 𝜖!, (1) 

in which 𝐶𝑢𝑒 was participant 𝑖’s assignment to treatment, 𝑿 was a vector of demographic 

characteristics (age, sex, race/ethnicity, family income, educational attainment, political ideology, 

partisan affiliation, home-owner status, marital status, presence of a child age 0-18 in the home, 

K-12 teacher status, residence in a metropolitan statistical area, and U.S. Census region), and 𝜖 

was the error term. To summarize the results of these covariate balance tests parsimoniously, we 

reported the F-statistic of joint significance for the full set of demographic variables in 𝑿. 

To estimate the average treatment effect for each experiment, we used the following 

equation: 

 𝑌! = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝐶𝑢𝑒! + 𝜖!, (2) 

in which 𝑌 was participant 𝑖’s level of support for or opposition to a given policy (measured on a 

5-point scale from “strongly oppose” to “strongly support”), 𝐶𝑢𝑒 was assignment to treatment, 

and 𝜖 was the error term. When the presidential cue indicated opposition to a policy, we reverse-

coded participants’ policy preferences so that positive values of 𝛽 indicated movement in the 

cue-giver’s direction.  

We also estimated the average effects of both in-party and out-party cues for each 
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experiment: 

 𝑌! = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝐼𝑛-𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦! + 𝛾𝑂𝑢𝑡-𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦! + 𝛿𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝐼𝐷! + 𝜖!, (3) 

in which 𝐼𝑛-𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 indicated that participant 𝑖 received a cue that aligned with 𝑖’s party 

affiliation, 𝑂𝑢𝑡-𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 indicated that 𝑖 received a cue that did not align with 𝑖’s party affiliation, 

and 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝐼𝐷 was a dichotomous indicator for party affiliation. We omitted self-reported political 

independents from these analyses. Participants who indicated that they “lean[ed]” toward one 

party were included in that party (Magleby et al., 2011).  

To explore the extent to which the average effects, in-party effects, and out-party effects 

varied by other relevant factors—the education issue in question, the year in which the 

experiment took place, the identity of the cue-giver, the level of participants’ self-reported 

attachment to their party (measured on a 4-point scale from unaffiliated to strong partisan), 

whether or not the cue contrasted with the conventional position of the cue-giver’s party 

(referred to hereafter as “cross-party” cues and operationalized as cues in which the cue-giver’s 

position had greater support from the opposing party in the control group), the cue-giver’s 

approval rating (as measured by the Gallup Presidential Job Approval Survey), and the difference 

in the cue-giver’s approval rating between Democrats and Republicans—we aggregated all 18 

experiments together and subsetted the data by each relevant factor. We then re-employed 

equations (2) and (3) with these aggregated data. In these models, we included experiment-year 

fixed effects and clustered standard errors at the participant level. 

Lastly, we examined the extent to which the depolarizing consequences of cross-party 

cues varied by two key attributes of the cue-giver: their approval rating among all U.S. adults 

and the difference in their approval rating between members of the two parties. To conduct these 

analyses, we introduced a series of multiplicative interaction terms representing these potential  
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Table 1. Covariate balance for each experiment 
 Charter schools 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2020 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2009 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2010 
F-statistic 1.21 0.78 0.56 1.16 0.74 
𝑁 1,958 4,030 4,090 1,483 1,757 
 Merit pay 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Merit pay 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Merit pay 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Merit pay 
(Obama supports) 

2020 

Merit pay 
(Trump supports) 

2020 
F-statistic 0.90 1.15 0.90 0.89 0.89 
𝑁 2,126 2,753 4,196 4,253 4,253 
 Merit pay 

(O and T support) 
2020 

Annual testing 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Toughen standards 
and tests 

(Obama supports) 
2010 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2017 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

F-statistic 0.96 1.04 1.02 0.68 0.89 
𝑁 4,253 2,665 2,658 2,684 2,763 
 Tax credits for priv. 

school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Tax credits for priv. 
school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2020 

In-state tuition for 
undoc. immigrants 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

Universal public 
pre-K 

(Biden supports) 
2021 

Universal public 
community college 
(Biden supports) 

2021 
F-statistic 1.35 1.01 1.18 1.23 1.10 
𝑁 4,037 4,092 4,096 1,349 1,349 
Notes. F-statistics drawn from an OLS regression of assignment to treatment on a series of demographic predictors: 
age, sex, race/ethnicity, family income, educational attainment, political ideology, partisan affiliation, home-owner 
status, marital status, presence of a child (0-18) in the home, K-12 teacher status, residence in a metropolitan 
statistical area, and U.S. Census region. The 2020 merit pay experiment is separated into three analyses: one for 
each treatment. * p < 0.05. 
 

sources of heterogeneity. In these models, we included year fixed effects (some experiment-year 

fixed effects were perfectly collinear with a subset of the interaction terms) and clustered 

standard errors at the participant level. 

Findings 

 Table 1 displays the results of the covariate balance tests for each experiment. We found 

that random assignment worked as intended. Participants’ demographic characteristics were not 

jointly predictive of assignment to treatment in any of the 18 experiments used in our analysis. 

 The standard deviation of participants’ responses in each experiment ranged from 1.14 to 

1.59 points and averaged 1.35 points on a 5-point scale, with most values hewing closely to the 

mean. When reporting our estimates of the average treatment effects we primarily relied on the 

original scale. To contextualize the magnitude of those effects, we also divided the estimates by  
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Figure 1. Average effects of presidential cues on policy preferences for each experiment 
 

 
 

Notes. Points represent estimates of average treatment effects. Solid lines represent 95% confidence intervals. Policy 
preferences measured on 1-5 scale. When cue indicates opposition to a policy, preferences are reverse-coded 
(positive value in the coefficient represents movement in direction of cue-giver’s position). 
 

1.35 points for a near approximation in standard deviation units. 

 To answer our first and second research questions, Figure 1 displays our estimates of the 

average treatment effects of A) receiving any cue, B) receiving an in-party cue, C) receiving an 

out-party cue, and—in the case of one experiment conducted in 2020 in which some participants 

received information about both Obama’s and Trump’s positions on merit-based teacher pay—D) 
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receiving both an in-party and out-party cue (see also Tables A1 and A2 in Appendix A). While 

the precise magnitudes of the estimates varied from experiment to experiment, the general 

pattern was quite consistent. The average effect of receiving any cue was typically modest in size 

and non-significant, with an unweighted average of 0.05 points (0.04 SD) in the direction of the 

cue-giver’s position across all experiments. In-party cues tended to guide participants in the 

direction of the cue-giver’s position, with an unweighted average of 0.22 points (0.16 SD). 

Meanwhile, out-party cues tended to guide participants away from the cue-giver’s position, with 

an unweighted average of -0.12 points (-0.09 SD).  

Although the results of most of the experiments roughly aligned with these averages, 

there were a few noteworthy exceptions that warranted discussion. For example, in a pair of 

experiments from May 2009, information about Obama’s opposition to private school vouchers 

or Obama’s support for merit-based teacher pay nudged members of both parties toward his 

positions on these issues. This was likely a product of Obama’s relative popularity, even among 

Republicans, in the months immediately following the beginning of his first term. We discuss 

this pattern in greater detail below. The same explanation is less persuasive with respect to a 

2020 experiment in which participants were informed of Trump’s opposition to in-state college 

tuition rates for undocumented immigrants. In this case, we observed no average effect among 

Republicans and a small, positive effect among Democrats. It is possible that these findings were 

idiosyncratic to this particular issue or perhaps a statistical artifact, generated in the course of 

replicating the same basic experimental design many times. 

Figure 2 displays the results of our analysis after we aggregated all 18 experiments 

together (see also Table A3 in Appendix A). Our estimate of the average effect of receiving a 

policy cue was a non-significant 0.02 points (0.01 SD) with a standard error of 0.01—in other  
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Figure 2. Heterogeneous effects of presidential cues on policy preferences across all experiments 

 
Notes. Points represent estimates of average treatment effects. Solid lines represent 95% confidence intervals. Policy 
preferences measured on 1-5 scale. When cue indicates opposition to a policy, preferences are reverse-coded 
(positive value in the coefficient represents movement in direction of cue-giver’s position). 
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words, a precisely estimated zero. In-party cues, on average, shifted participants’ responses 0.37 

points (0.27 SD) in the direction of the cue-giver’s position. Out-party cues, on average, shifted 

participants’ responses 0.32 points (0.24 SD) in the opposite direction of the cue-giver’s position. 

In short, across a wide range of issues, years, and cue-givers, policy cues from high-profile 

partisan officials did not move public opinion on average, but they did polarize public opinion 

along party lines. 

To answer our third research question, we considered the conditions under which these 

effects varied by other relevant factors. The inferences that we drew from this analysis—the 

results of which are also displayed in Figure 2—were necessarily more tentative and cautious. 

Our battery of experiments did not contain every possible combination of issue, year, and cue-

giver. Therefore, it was difficult to disentangle the variance attributable to these different sources 

of heterogeneity. For example, the magnitude of the effect appeared to vary by the education 

issue in question. The largest effect of receiving any cue pertained to vouchers (0.24 points/0.18 

SD), the largest effect of receiving an in-party cue pertained to toughening academic standards 

and tests (0.39 points/0.29 SD), and the largest effect of receiving an out-party cue pertained to 

merit-based teacher pay (-0.44 points/-0.33 SD). However, to offer an example of the 

methodological challenge at play here, the large average effect of the voucher cues could have 

primarily been a function of the identity of the cue-giver. Both voucher experiments featured 

Obama’s views on the issue, and he was particularly influential (nudging participants 0.13 

points/0.10 SD in the direction of his position on average). Or the large average effect may have 

been a function of the timing. The voucher experiments appeared in the 2009 and 2010 EN polls, 

and the largest yearly average effect of any cue occurred in 2009 (0.26 points/0.19 SD).  

We ameliorated—although not eliminated—this issue when we considered sources of 
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heterogeneity that still allowed us to aggregate across multiple issues, years, and/or cue-givers. 

For example, with respect to participants’ party attachment, we observed larger in-party effects 

(0.45 points/0.33 SD) and out-party effects (-0.35 points/-0.26 SD) when participants identified 

as a somewhat or very strong Democrat/Republican rather than indicating that they merely 

leaned toward one party or the other (in-party: 0.24 points/0.18 SD, out-party: -0.28 points/-0.21 

SD). Similarly, cues from Obama (any cue: 0.13 points/0.10 SD, in-party: 0.30 points/0.22 SD, 

out-party: -0.09 points/-0.07 SD) and Trump (any cue: -0.05 points/-0.04 SD, in-party: 0.17 

points/0.13 SD, out-party: -0.21 points/-0.16 SD) tended to generate larger average effects than 

cues from Biden (any cue: -0.02 points/-0.01 SD, in-party: 0.03 points/0.02 SD, out-party: -0.03 

points/-0.02 SD). However, the experiments that featured Biden as the cue-giver focused on 

different educational issues, limiting us to indirect comparisons.  

We next considered the effects of cross-party and party-aligned cues. The set of 

experiments that examined cross-party cues—which randomly assigned information about 

Obama’s support for charter schools, merit-based pay for teachers, and tougher academic 

standards and tests—only featured one cue-giver (Obama). However, they spanned multiple 

years (2009, 2010, and 2020), during which the cue-giver’s popularity and propensity for 

polarization varied meaningfully. When participants received information indicating that the cue 

giver supported a policy conventionally associated with the opposing party, we observed a 0.11-

point (0.08 SD) average effect in the direction of the cue-giver’s position. Among members of 

the same party, the average effect was 0.28 points (0.21 SD) in the direction of the cue-giver’s 

position. Among members of the opposing party, the average effect was 0.14 points (0.10 SD) in 

the opposite direction. Given the partisan distribution of public opinion in the control group, 

these cross-party cues had the unusual effect of de-polarizing public opinion along party lines.  
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Table 2. Presidential approval ratings 

Year EN poll survey 
dates President Approval 

(all adults) 
Approval 

(Democrats) 
Approval 

(Republicans) 
Approval 

(difference) 
2009 May 4th – 10th Obama 66% 91% 31% 60% 
2010 May 3rd – 9th Obama 50% 82% 14% 68% 
2017 May 1st – 30th Trump 40% 10% 84% 74% 
20171 Jan. 16th – 19th Obama 59% 95% 14% 81% 
2020 May 1st – 13th Trump 49% 8% 92% 84% 
2021 May 3rd – 18th Biden 54% 92% 8% 84% 

Notes. Approval ratings drawn from the week following the start of the EN poll in each year. 1 Final presidential 
approval rating for Obama (for use in analysis of 2020 merit-pay experiment). Source. Gallup Presidential Job 
Approval Survey 
 

Conversely, party-aligned cues had substantively large polarizing effects, shifting members of 

the same party 0.39 points (0.29 SD) further in the direction of the cue-giver’s position and 

shifting members of the opposing party 0.35 points (0.26 SD) in the opposite direction on 

average. 

We also examined the ways in which the average effect intersected with cue-giver 

popularity. When cue-givers had an approval rating above 50%, their policy endorsements 

tended to steer aggregate public opinion in the direction of their positions (0.13 points/0.10 SD, 

compared to -0.02 points/-0.01 SD for those with approval ratings below 50%; see Table 2 for a 

complete list of EN poll survey dates and contemporaneous presidential job approval ratings). 

Alternatively, when cue-givers were more polarizing (i.e., there was at least a 75 percentage-

point difference in their approval rating between Democrats and Republicans), their policy 

endorsements actually served to steer aggregate public opinion modestly away from their 

positions (-0.04 points/-0.03 SD, compared to 0.05 points/0.04 SD for those with less than a 75 

percentage-point difference in their approval rating by party). Unsurprisingly, more polarizing 

cue-givers also tended to generate larger in-party effects (0.53 points/0.39 SD) and out-party 

effects (-0.47 points/-0.35 SD) compared to their less polarizing counterparts (in-party: 0.30 

points/0.22 SD, out-party: -0.22 points/-0.16 SD). 
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Table 3. Variation in the effects of cross-party cues by presidential approval rating and approval difference 
 Policy preferences (1-5) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Cue -0.013 -0.486* 0.757*    
 (0.014) (0.108) (0.158)    
In-party    0.388* -0.792* -0.496* 
    (0.018) (0.135) (0.194) 
Out-party    -0.355* -0.072 1.135* 
    (0.018) (0.143) (0.202) 
Cross-party -0.305* -0.754* 0.626 -0.241* -0.119 0.475 
 (0.021) (0.198) (0.435) (0.026) (0.242) (0.463) 
Approval (%)  0.014*   0.013*  
  (0.004)   (0.004)  
Approval difference (%)   -0.144*   -0.110* 
   (0.032)   (0.033) 
Cue × cross-party 0.119* 0.043 0.066    
 (0.026) (0.219) (0.267)    
Cue × approval  0.010*     
  (0.002)     
Cue × difference   -0.010*    
   (0.002)    
Cue × cross × approval  -0.001     
  (0.004)     
Cue × cross × difference   -0.001    
   (0.004)    
In-party × cross-party    -0.099* 0.733* 0.731* 
    (0.035) (0.281) (0.344) 
In-party × approval     0.024*  
     (0.003)  
In-party × difference      0.012* 
      (0.003) 
In-party × cross × app.     -0.018*  
     (0.005)  
In-party × cross × diff.      -0.011* 
      (0.005) 
Out-party × cross-party    0.218* -0.858* 0.548 
    (0.041) (0.334) (0.411) 
Out-party × approval     -0.005  
     (0.003)  
Out-party × difference      -0.019* 
      (0.003) 
Out-party × cross × app.     0.019*  
     (0.006)  
Out-party × cross × diff.      -0.008 
      (0.006) 
Cross × approval  0.008*   -0.003  
  (0.004)   (0.004)  
Cross × difference   -0.015*   -0.012 
   (0.007)   (0.007) 
       
𝑁 observations 52,352 52,352 52,352 51,777 51,777 51,777 
𝑁 participants 15,506 15,506 15,506 14,965 14,965 14,965 
Notes. Values are OLS coefficients (robust standards errors clustered at the participant level). All models include year fixed 
effects. Models estimating in-party and out-party effects omit Independents from analysis, include a dichotomous party ID 
variable, and include the full suite of party ID interactions. All models omit the 2020 merit-pay experiment with both cues. When 
cue indicates opposition to a policy, preferences are reverse-coded (positive value in the coefficient represents movement in 
direction of cue-giver’s position). * p < 0.05. 
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Lastly, given the interesting pattern of results generated by cross-party cues, we explored 

how these effects further varied by a cue-giver’s approval rating and the difference in their 

approval rating between members of the two parties. This investigation was more exploratory 

and speculative in nature, given the accumulation of multiplicative interaction terms and the 

increasing likelihood of observing statistically significant findings by chance alone. Table 3 

displays the results. The average effect of a cross-party cue did not vary by approval rating or the 

partisan difference in approval rating. However, as the cue-giver’s popularity rose, the 

depolarizing consequences of cross-party cues also grew (i.e., in-party effects were modestly less 

positive; out-party effects were modestly more positive). On the other hand, as presidential 

polarization increased, the efficacy of cross-party cues declined (i.e., both in-party and out-party 

effects were modestly less positive—although the difference in the latter fell short of the 

conventional threshold for statistical significance). 

Discussion 

 When high-profile partisan figures weigh in on education policy debates, they tend to 

have no effect, on average, on public opinion. There are some minor deviations from this pattern 

that are worth noting. Broadly popular cue-givers do seem to be able to move the needle slightly 

in the direction of their position, more polarizing cue-givers tend to nudge participants 

marginally in the opposite direction, and policy cues that endorse a position traditionally 

associated with the opposing party have a small positive effect in the cue-giver’s direction. More 

significantly, the null average effect conceals considerable heterogeneity by participants’ party 

affiliation. While high-profile partisans may be largely unable to persuade the public as a whole, 

they are often wildly effective at polarizing public opinion along party lines. An exception occurs 

with cross-party cues, in which the expected in-party and out-party effects serve to reduce 
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polarization. Yet this is merely a case of the exception proving the rule: When prominent partisan 

officials opine on education issues, they tend to bring along members of their own party and turn 

away members of the opposing party.  

 Although our analysis draws on experiments that feature multiple cue-givers, educational 

issues, and time periods, there are important limits to the generalizability of our specific findings. 

Most notably, the majority of the experiments focused on the effects of cues from two 

exceptionally outsized political personalities: Barack Obama and Donald Trump. Both men 

generated—and continue to generate—an unusual degree of backlash from members of the 

opposing party. However, even a study organized primarily around Obama and Trump offers a 

surprising amount of variance to analyze, given the U.S. public’s changing perceptions of these 

politicians over the course of their presidencies. Moreover, while the polarizing consequences 

that we observe may be particularly acute for the subset of political actors who engender strong 

emotional reactions from their friends and foes, the contemporary American political landscape 

contains no shortage of high-profile partisan figures who reliably rankle their opposition. 

 We also readily acknowledge that our findings are unique to our current political context, 

in which rank-and-file members of both parties have increasingly sorted along ideological, 

educational, racial, ethnic, economic, and geographic lines (Abramowitz, 2018; Mason, 2018). If 

we were to envision an analogous experiment conducted in the 1960’s or 1970’s featuring 

Kennedy’s, Johnson’s, or Nixon’s views on crosstown busing for school desegregation, we do 

not expect that we would observe similar in-party and out-party effects—if only because the 

demographic and ideological compositions of the two parties have changed so dramatically since 

the mid-20th century. On the other hand, our research questions would have been less relevant 

and applicable to that period. Indeed, when asked by a reporter about his views on busing for 
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desegregation in 1963, Kennedy replied, “In the final analysis [this] must be decided by the local 

school board. This is a local question. If you’re asking me my opinion…I would not agree with 

it” (Delmont, 2016, p. 94). Although Kennedy did not hide his opposition, he prefaced his 

statement by emphasizing that education policy was primarily a local rather than federal affair. 

That such a delimiting statement seems less plausible today reflects the decline of local, 

education-specific governance and the rising influence of high-profile general-purpose public 

officials that prompted our inquiry. 

  Why, then, do contemporary politicians continue to engage in these attempts at opinion 

leadership despite their generally poor track record? It depends, of course, on how one defines 

success. If a candidate’s or elected official’s objective is to consolidate support among members 

of their own party during a primary campaign, to appeal to the policy preferences of major 

donors, or simply to express their deeply held beliefs about optimal education policies, then the 

advantages of engagement may easily outweigh the expected resistance among members of the 

other party. This may not necessarily be a bad thing. Advocates of greater authority over K-12 

education for mayors, governors, and presidents often cite the higher visibility of these general-

purpose elected officials—and therefore their heightened exposure to political accountability 

through the ballot box—as a means for administering a dose of transparency in a policy domain 

historically governed by relatively unknown actors selected in low-turnout elections (Anzia, 

2014; Moe, 2011; Wong et al., 2007). Some observers may see an important upside to this 

development: greater clarity regarding elected officials’ education policy platforms, ideally 

leading to greater responsiveness between the preferences of the voting public and the policies in 

place in K-12 schools. 

The downsides may also be quite compelling. While contemporary critics of the rise of 
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partisanship in the politics of education are less concerned than their Progressive Era 

counterparts about the specter of big-city party bosses handing out school jobs as political spoils, 

they warn of other dangers afoot: rank-and-file partisans lining up rapidly in familiar coalitions 

rather than taking the time to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the party line, the reduction 

of complex debates to simplistic battles between opposing sides, the reframing of political 

conflict from debates over “better or worse” to debates over “good versus evil,” and the 

heightened personal animosity between members of the two major parties (Abramowitz, 2018; 

Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Mason, 2018). The social pathologies of the increasing centrality of 

political party affiliation in American public life are well documented. The desire to buffer 

education policy from these dynamics—to whatever limited extent possible—may continue to 

resonate for many policymakers, educators, and families. 

Even a cursory glance at recent education news headlines would provide the interested 

reader with a rogue’s gallery of today’s high-profile partisan actors whose efforts to influence 

education policy have generated the predictable polarizing effects that we document in our 

analysis. However, rather than focus on specific issues and political personages, a more 

systematic response ought to emphasize the kinds of governance reforms that might reduce the 

incentives for partisan officials to engage in the first place. One particularly stark example is the 

provision in the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 that explicitly prohibits the U.S. secretary 

of education from promoting the adoption of national academic standards (Barone, 2017). 

Regardless of one’s perspective on the merits of national standards or the utility of having the 

secretary of education serve as a spokesperson for them, such moratoria undoubtedly curtail a 

class of partisan actors (in this case, members of a presidential administration) from intervening 

in a specific area of education policy.  
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Less draconian and issue-specific measures may also serve similar ends. Although our 

battery of experiments focused on the effects of presidential engagement on public opinion, we 

contend that our results likely generalize to other high-profile partisan officials such as 

governors. There is considerable variation across states in the relative influence of governors 

over the administration of public K-12 education. For example, the state board of education may 

be appointed by the governor with confirmation by the state legislature (e.g., Florida) or elected 

by the public (e.g., Kansas). Similarly, the chief state school officer may be appointed directly by 

the governor (e.g., New Jersey), appointed by a state board of education chosen by the governor 

(e.g., Missouri), appointed by a state board of education independent from the governor (e.g., 

Alabama), or elected by the public (e.g., Washington) (Education Commission of the States, 

2024). To be clear, there is not a mechanistic relationship between appointment power and a 

governor’s propensity to engage in education policy debates (Burns, 1994). Certainly there have 

been governors vested with considerable institutional power over K-12 education who have seen 

fit to delegate their authority with broad discretion as well as governors with limited formal 

influence over schools who have made extensive use of the bully pulpit to shape their state’s 

education policy agenda. However, there are arguably fewer political advantages for governors to 

wade into policy arenas over which they have limited control. Advocates for the reduction of 

gubernatorial influence over state education policy may find value in reexamining these formal 

elements of school governance. Moreover, an emphasis on state-level institutions may provide an 

opportunity to imagine a less partisan politics of education without necessarily reverting to a 

tradition of localism that has helped create and reinforce many of the inequities by race, 

ethnicity, and class that continue to plague American public education (Dahill-Brown, 2019; 

Kelly, 2023; McDermott, 1999). 
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Perhaps the most visible manifestation of the broader shift from education-specific to 

general-purpose institutional authority over K-12 education has been the emergence of mayoral 

control in many of the country’s large cities. However, the implications of our analysis may be 

less relevant in these contexts where the mayor often shares the same party identification as the 

overwhelming majority of residents, muting the polarizing dynamics that we document. On the 

other hand, the infusion of partisanship into local education politics is by no means restricted to 

this small subset of school districts (Barnum, 2021; Peetz, 2023; Wall, 2022). Although most 

school board races are formally non-partisan, many school board candidates in recent years have 

embraced policies around COVID-19 mitigation strategies, the form and content of classroom 

instruction regarding race and racism, the rights of gay and transgender students, and other issues 

that have clear partisan connotations (Sinha et al., 2023). While these candidates do not have a 

“D” or “R” next to their names on the ballot, the unambiguous partisan valence of their political 

rhetoric may have similar polarizing consequences in their local communities. Such dynamics 

are likely to intensify in the event of a shift toward formally partisan school board races—a 

recent change proposed by bills introduced in six state legislatures in 2023 (Blad, 2023). 

Our argument is not that attempts at opinion leadership by prominent partisan politicians 

in the sphere of education policy are always ill-advised or counterproductive. Indeed, there may 

be circumstances in which only such actors possess the necessary visibility and influence to 

constructively reframe an education policy debate or, by taking a politically unexpected position, 

re-orient the partisan dynamics around an issue. Moreover, that same visibility and influence can 

fruitfully serve to clarify the range of policy alternatives at stake in a given political contest, an 

important component to a well-functioning representative democracy. 

We are also emphatically not arguing that we should somehow strive to keep schools 
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“above politics” (Tyack & Hansot, 1981). Public education is, by definition, political (Stone, 

1998). It depends on collective decision-making about—to borrow a phrase from the late 

political scientist Harold Lasswell (1936)—who gets what, when, and how. Our schools must be 

accountable to the public in whose name and service they operate, and, in a large and diverse 

country, that public will naturally disagree about how those schools ought to be run.  

But it is not inevitable that the politics of education must be partisan. The tone and tenor 

of the specific brand of partisan conflict that has come to dominate contemporary politics has left 

many Americans feeling disenchanted, disengaged, and pessimistic about the likelihood of 

addressing significant problems—inside and outside of schools—through the policymaking 

process (Doherty et al., 2023). Our findings suggest that partisan interventions in education 

policy debates generally tend to exacerbate the partisan divides among the public on those same 

issues. These results, in this context, lead us to wonder how we might reimagine our systems of 

school governance so that they might more effectively channel the political currents of today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 31 

References 

Abramowitz, A. I. (2018). The great alignment: Race, party transformation, and the rise of 

Donald Trump. Yale University Press. 

Achen, C. H., & Bartels, L. M. (2017). Democracy for realists: Why elections do not produce 

responsive government. Princeton University Press. 

Aldrich, J. H. (1995). Why parties? The origin and transformation of political parties in 

America. University of Chicago Press. 

Anzia, S. F. (2014). Timing and turnout: How off-cycle elections favor organized groups. 

University of Chicago Press. 

Bafumi, J., & Shapiro, R. Y. (2009). A new partisan voter. Journal of Politics, 71(1), 1-24. 

Barabas, J., & Jerit, J. (2010). Are survey experiments externally valid? American Political 

Science Review, 104(2), 226-242 

Barber, M., & Pope, J. C. (2018). Does party trump ideology? Disentangling party and ideology 

in America. American Political Science Review, 113(1), 38-54. 

Barnum, M. (2021, November 5). How will fights about race and suburban schools change 

education politics? Chalkbeat. https://www.chalkbeat.org/2021/11/5/22766008/election-

virginia-youngkin-schools-covid-critical-race-theory/. 

Barone, C. (2017). What ESSA says. In F. M. Hess & M. Eden (Eds.), The Every Student 

Succeeds Act: What it means for schools, systems, and states. Harvard Education Press. 

Betrand, A. R., Lyon, M. A., & Jacobsen, R. (2023). Narrative spillover: A narrative policy 

framework analysis of critical race theory discourse at multiple levels. Policy Studies 

Journal. Advance online publication. https://doi-org.mutex.gmu.edu/10.1111/psj.12523. 

Bisgaard, M., & Slothuus, R. (2018). Partisan elites as culprits? How party cues shape partisan 



 32 

perceptual gaps. American Journal of Political Science, 62(2), 456-469. 

Blad, E. (2023, April 27). More states consider partisan school board races as education debates 

intensify. Education Week. https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/more-states-consider-

partisan-school-board-races-as-education-debates-intensify/2023/04. 

Broockman, D. E., & Butler, D. M. (2015). The causal effects of elite position-taking on voter 

attitudes: Field experiments with elite communication. American Journal of Political 

Science, 61(1), 208-221. 

Burns, N. (1994). The formation of American local governments: Private values in public 

institutions. Oxford University Press. 

Collins, J. E., (2023). The politics of re-opening schools: Explaining public preferences for re-

opening schools and public compliance with re-opening orders during the COVID-19 

pandemic. American Politics Research, 51(2), 223-234. 

Coppock, A. (2022). Persuasion in parallel: How information changes minds about politics. 

University of Chicago Press. 

Dahill-Brown, S. E. (2019). Education, equity, and the states: How variations in state 

governance make or break reform. Harvard Education Press. 

Davies, Gareth. 2007. See government grow: Education politics from Johnson to Reagan. 

University Press of Kansas. 

Delmont, M. F. (2016). Why busing failed: Race, media, and the national resistance to school 

desegregation. University of California Press. 

Doherty, C., Kiley, J., Asheer, N., & Price, T. (2023). Americans’ dismal views of the nation’s 

politics: 65% say they always or often feel exhausted when thinking about politics. Pew 

Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/americans-dismal-



 33 

views-of-the-nations-politics/. 

Druckman, J., Peterson, E., & Slothuus, R. (2013). How elite partisan polarization affects public 

opinion formation. American Political Science Review, 107(1), 57-79. 

Education Commission of the States. (2024, February 1). 50-state comparison: K-12 

governance. https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/. 

Finn, Jr., C. E., & Hess, F. M. (2022). The end of school reform? National Affairs. 

https://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail/the-end-of-school-reform. 

Fiorina, M. P. (2005). Culture war? The myth of a polarized America. Longman. 

Fowler, A., & Howell, W. G. (2023). Updating amidst disagreement: New experimental evidence 

on partisan cues. Public Opinion Quarterly, 87(1), 24-43. 

Goren, P., Federico, C. M. & Kittilson, M. C. (2009). Source cues, partisan identities, and 

political value expression. American Journal of Political Science, 53(4), 805-820. 

Grossmann, M., Reckhow, S., Strunk, K. O., & Turner, M. (2021). All states close but red 

districts reopen: The politics of in-person schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Educational Researcher, 50(9), 637-648. 

Hartney, M. T., & Finger, L. K. (2022). Politics, markets, and pandemics: Public education’s 

response to COVID-19. Perspectives on Politics, 20(2), 457-473. 

Hartney, M. T., & Hayes, S. D. (2021). Off-cycle and out of sync: How election timing 

influences political representation. State Politics and Policy Quarterly, 21(4), 335-354. 

Henderson, M. B., Houston, D. M., Peterson, P. E., & West, M. R. (2021). Hunger for stability 

quells appetite for change: Results from the 2021 Education Next survey of public 

opinion. Education Next. https://www.educationnext.org/hunger-for-stability-quells-

appetite-for-change-results-2021-education-next-survey-public-opinion-poll/. 



 34 

Henderson, M. B., & Peterson, P. E. (2013). The 2013 Education Next survey: Americans react 

to Common Core and other education policies. Education Next. 

https://www.educationnext.org/the-2013-education-next-survey/. 

Henderson, M. B., Peterson, P. E., & West, M. R. (2014). No common opinion on the Common 

Core: Also teacher grades, school choices, and other findings from the 2014 EdNext poll. 

Education Next. https://www.educationnext.org/2014-ednext-poll-no-common-opinion-

on-the-common-core/. 

Henig, J. R. (2013). The end of exceptionalism in American education: The changing politics of 

school reform. Harvard Education Press. 

Houston, D. M. (2021). Polarization and the politics of education: What moves partisan opinion? 

Educational Policy, 35(4), 566-589. 

Henig, J. R., Houston, D. M., & Lyon, M. A. (2017). From NCLB to ESSA: Lessons learned or 

politics reaffirmed? In F. M. Hess & M. Eden (Eds.), The Every Student Succeeds Act: 

What it means for schools, systems, and states (pp. 29-42). Harvard Education Press. 

Houston, D. M. (2024). Polarization, partisan sorting, and the politics of education. American 

Education Research Journal. Advance online publication. 

Iannaccone, L. (1967). Politics in education. The Center for Applied Research in Education. 

Iyengar, S., & Westwood, S. (2015). Fear and loathing across party lines: New evidence on group 

polarization. American Journal of Political Science, 59(3), 690-707. 

Jochim, A., & McGuinn, P. J. (2016). The politics of the Common Core assessments. Education 

Next. https://www.educationnext.org/the-politics-of-common-core-assessments-parcc-

smarter-balanced/. 

Kaestle, C. F. (1983). Pillars of the republic: Common schools and American society, 1780-1860. 



 35 

Hill and Wang. 

Kelly, M. G. (2023). Dividing the public: School finance and the creation of structural inequity. 

Cornell University Press. 

Kirst, M. W. (2004). Turning points: A history of American school governance. In N. Epstein 

(Ed.), Who’s in charge? The tangled web of school governance and policy. Brookings 

Institution. 

Kogan, V. (in press). No adult left behind. Cambridge University Press. 

Kogan, V., Lavertu, S., & Peskowitz, Z. (2021). The democratic deficit in U.S. education 

governance. American Political Science Review, 115(3), 1082-1089. 

Lasswell, H. D. (1936). Politics: Who gets what, when, how. Whittlesey House. 

Lenz, G. S. (2012). Follow the leader? How voters respond to politicians’ policies and 

performance. University of Chicago Press. 

Levendusky, M. (2009). The partisan sort: How liberals became Democrats and conservatives 

became Republicans. University of Chicago Press. 

Magleby, D. B., Nelson, C. J., & Westlye, M. C. (2011). The myth of the independent voter 

revisited. In P. M. Sniderman & B. Highton (Eds.), Facing the challenge of democracy: 

Explorations in the analysis of public opinion and political participation (pp. 238-266). 

Princeton University Press.  

Mahnken, K. (2022). In reelection bid, DeSantis keeps eye on schools—and 2024. The 74 

Million. https://www.the74million.org/article/in-reelection-bid-desantis-keeps-eye-on-

schools-and-2024/. 

Manna, P. (2006). School’s in: Federalism and the national education agenda. Georgetown 

University Press. 



 36 

Manna, P. (2010). Collision course: Federal education policy meets state and local realities. 

Congressional Quarterly Press. 

Mason, L. (2018). Uncivil agreement: How politics became our identity. University of Chicago 

Press. 

McCarty, N. (2019). Polarization: What everyone needs to know. Oxford University Press. 

McCarty, N., Poole, K. T., & Rosenthal, H. (2016). Polarized America: The dance of ideology 

and unequal riches (2nd ed.). MIT Press. 

McDermott, K. A. (1999). Controlling public education: Localism versus equity. University 

Press of Kansas. 

McGuinn, P. J. (2006). No Child Left Behind and the transformation of federal education policy, 

1965-2005. University Press of Kansas. 

McGuinn, P. J. (2014). Presidential policymaking: Race to the top, executive power, and the 

Obama education agenda. The Forum, 12(1), 61-79. 

McGuinn, P. J. (2016). From No Child Left Behind to the Every Student Succeeds Act: 

Federalism and the education legacy of the Obama administration. Publius, 46(3), 392-

415. 

Mehta, J., & Teles, S. (2011). Jurisdictional politics: A new federal role in education. In F. M. 

Hess & A. P. Kelly (Eds.), Carrots, sticks, and the bully pulpit: Lessons from a half-

century of federal efforts to improve America’s schools (pp. 197-215). Harvard Education 

Press. 

Moe, T. M. (2011). Special interest: Teachers unions and America’s public schools. Brookings 

Institution Press. 

Mummolo, J., Peterwson, E., & Westwood, S. (2021). The limits of partisan loyalty. Political 



 37 

Behavior, 43(3), 949-972. 

Neem, J. N. (2017). Democracy’s schools: The rise of public education in America. Johns 

Hopkins University Press. 

Nicholson, S. P. (2012). Polarizing cues. American Journal of Political Science, 56(1), 52-66. 

Payson, J. A. (2016). When are local incumbents held accountable for government performance? 

Evidence from US school districts. Legislative Studies Quarterly, 42(3), 421-448. 

Peetz, C. (2023, October 19). School boards are a political battleground, but many races still go 

uncontested. Education Week. https://www.edweek.org/leadership/school-boards-are-a-

political-battleground-but-many-races-still-go-uncontested/2023/10. 

Polikoff, M. S., Hardaway, T., Marsh, J. A., & Plank, D. N. (2016). Who is opposed to the 

Common Core and why? Educational Researcher, 45(4), 263-266. 

Popkin, S. L. (1991). The reasoning voter: Communication and persuasion in presidential 

campaigns. University of Chicago Press. 

Reed, D. S. (2014). Building the federal schoolhouse: Localism and the American education 

state. Oxford University Press. 

Rhodes, J. H. (2012). An education in politics: The origin and evolution of No Child Left Behind. 

Cornell University Press. 

Ryan, J. E. (2009). The real lessons of school desegregation. In J. M. Dunn & M. R. West (Eds.), 

From schoolhouse to courthouse: The judiciary’s role in American education (pp. 73-95). 

Brookings Institution Press. 

Satherly, N., Yogeeswaran, K., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. (2018). If they say “yes,” we say 

“no”: Partisan cues increase polarization over national symbols. Psychological Science, 

29(12), 1996-2009. 



 38 

Schneider, J., & Berkshire, J. (2020). A wolf at the schoolhouse door: The dismantling of public 

education and the future of school. The New Press. 

Sinha, S., Zerbino, N., Valant, J., & Perera, R. M. (2023). Moms for liberty: Where are they, and 

are they winning? Brookings Institution. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/moms-for-

liberty-where-are-they-and-are-they-winning/. 

Stone, C. N. (1998). Changing urban education. University Press of Kansas. 

Superfine, B. M. (2013). Equality in education law and policy, 1954-2010. Cambridge 

University Press. 

Tappin, B. M., Berinsky, A. J., & Rand, D. G. (2023). Partisans’ receptivity to persuasive 

messaging is undiminished by countervailing party leader cues. Nature Human Behavior, 

7(4), 568-582. 

Timar, T. B. (1997). The institutional role of state education departments: A historical 

perspective. American Journal of Education, 105(3), 231-260. 

Tyack, D. B. (1974). The one best system: A history of American urban education. Harvard 

University Press. 

Tyack, D. B., & Hansot, E. (1981). Conflict and consensus in American public education. 

Daedalus, 110(3), 1-25. 

Wall, P. (2022, November 30). ‘The hardest years of my career’: Principals say political combat 

has engulfed schools. Chalkbeat. 

https://www.chalkbeat.org/2022/11/30/23487143/principals-political-debate-schools-

race-racism-lgbtq-report/. 

Whitman, D. (2015). The surprising roots of the Common Core: How conservatives gave rise to 

‘Obamacore.’ Brookings Institution, Brown Center on Education Policy. 



 39 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2015/09/08/the-surprising- 

conservative-roots-of-the-common-core-how-conservatives-gave-rise-to-obamacore/. 

Wong, K. W., Shen, F. X., Anagnostopoulos, D., & Rutledge, S. (2007). The education mayor: 

Improving America’s schools. Georgetown University Press. 

Zaller, J. R. (1992). The nature and origins of mass opinion. Cambridge University Press. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 40 

Appendix A: Additional Tables 
 
Table A1. Average effects of presidential cues on policy preferences for each experiment 
 Charter schools 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2020 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2009 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2010 
Cue 0.11* 0.07 -0.06 0.40* 0.11 
 (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.07) (0.06) 
      
𝑁 1,958 4,030 4,090 1,483 1,757 
 Merit pay 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Merit pay 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Merit pay 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Merit pay 
(O and T support) 

2020 

Annual testing 
(Obama supports) 

2010 
Cue 0.30* -0.07 -0.23* -0.07 0.12* 
 (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) 
      
𝑁 2,126 2,753 4,196 4,253 2,665 
 Toughen standards 

and tests 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2017 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

Tax credits for priv. 
school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Tax credits for priv. 
school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2020 
Cue 0.19* 0.09 0.14* -0.09* -0.15* 
 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) 
      
𝑁 2,658 2,684 2,763 4,037 4,092 
 In-state tuition for 

undoc. immigrants 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

Universal public 
pre-K 

(Biden supports) 
2021 

Universal public 
community college 
(Biden supports) 

2021 

  

Cue 0.09 -0.14 0.09   
 (0.05) (0.08) (0.09)   
      
𝑁 4,096 1,349 1,349   
Notes. Values are OLS coefficients (robust standard errors in parentheses). Policy preferences measured on 1-5 
scale. When cue indicates opposition to a policy, preferences are reverse-coded (positive value in the coefficient 
represents movement in direction of cue-giver’s position). * p < 0.05. 
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Table A2. Average effects of in-party and out-party cues on policy preferences for each experiment 
 Charter schools 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Charter schools 
(Trump supports) 

2020 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2009 

Vouchers 
(Obama opposes) 

2010 
In-party 0.22* 0.26* 0.26* 0.55* 0.20* 
 (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.09) (0.08) 
Out-party -0.06 -0.11* -0.29* 0.21 -0.03 
 (0.08) (0.06) (0.05) (0.11) (0.10) 
      
𝑁 1,958 4,030 4,090 1,483 1,757 
 Merit pay 

(Obama supports) 
2009 

Merit pay 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Merit pay 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Merit pay 
(O and T support) 

2020 

Annual testing 
(Obama supports) 

2010 
In-party 0.44* 0.10 0.05 0.27* 0.26* 
 (0.08) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 
Out-party 0.17 -0.26* -0.51* -0.61* -0.09 
 (0.09) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07) 
Both    0.17*  
    (0.06)  
      
𝑁 1,943 2,662 4,039 4,099 2,665 
 Toughen standards 

and tests 
(Obama supports) 

2010 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2017 

Common core 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

Tax credits for priv. 
school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2017 

Tax credits for priv. 
school scholarships 
(Trump supports) 

2020 
In-party 0.39* 0.14 0.34* 0.13* 0.22* 
 (0.06) (0.08) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06) 
Out-party -0.07 0.07 0.02 -0.28* -0.40* 
 (0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 
      
𝑁 2,660 2,684 2,763 4,037 4,092 
 In-state tuition for 

undoc. immigrants 
(Trump opposes) 

2020 

Universal public 
pre-K 

(Biden supports) 
2021 

Universal public 
community college 
(Biden supports) 

2021 

  

In-party 0.03 -0.10 0.16*   
 (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)   
Out-party 0.19* -0.09 0.03   
 (0.05) (0.11) (0.12)   
      
𝑁 4,096 1,349 1,349   
Notes. Values are OLS coefficients (robust standard errors in parentheses). Independents omitted from analysis. All 
models include a dichotomous party ID variable. Participants who indicate that they “lean” toward one party are 
included in that party. Policy preferences measured on 1-5 scale. When cue indicates opposition to a policy, 
preferences are reverse-coded (positive value in the coefficient represents movement in direction of cue-giver’s 
position). In-party indicates that participant i receives cue that aligns with i’s party affiliation. Out-party indicates 
that i receives cue that does not align with i’s party affiliation. Both indicates that i receives both cues. * p < 0.05. 
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Table A3. Heterogeneous effects of presidential cues on policy preferences across all experiments 
Sample Any cue In-party Out-party 𝑁 obs. 𝑁 par. 
Full sample 0.02 (0.01)     54,447 15,550 
Full sample   0.37 (0.02)* -0.32 (0.02)* 51,777 14,965 
         
Party attachment: 1-2 -0.03 (0.02)     20,468 6,142 
Party attachment: 1-2   0.24 (0.03)* -0.28 (0.03)* 19,082 5,557 
Party attachment: 3-4 0.05 (0.02)*     33,979 9,408 
Party attachment: 3-4   0.45 (0.02)* -0.35 (0.02)* 32,695 9,408 
         
Issue: community college 0.09 (0.09)     1,349 1,349 
Issue: community college   0.16 (0.08)* 0.03 (0.12) 1,349 1,349 
Issue: charter schools 0.03 (0.03)     10,078 10,078 
Issue: charter schools   0.27 (0.03)* -0.21 (0.03)* 10,078 10,078 
Issue: vouchers 0.24 (0.05)*     3,240 3,240 
Issue: vouchers   0.36 (0.06)* 0.08 (0.08) 3,240 3,240 
Issue: merit-pay -0.06 (0.03)*     15,434 15,434 
Issue: merit-pay   0.23 (0.03)* -0.44 (0.03)* 12,764 12,764 
Issue: testing 0.12 (0.05)*     2,665 2,665 
Issue: testing   0.26 (0.06)* -0.09 (0.07) 2,665 2,665 
Issue: standards 0.19 (0.05)*     2,660 2,660 
Issue: standards   0.39 (0.06)* -0.07 (0.07) 2,660 2,660 
Issue: common core 0.12 (0.04)*     5,447 5,447 
Issue: common core   0.23 (0.06)* 0.05 (0.05) 5,447 5,447 
Issue: tax credits -0.12 (0.03)*     8,129 8,129 
Issue: tax credits   0.17 (0.04)* -0.34 (0.04)* 8,129 8,129 
Issue: in-state 0.09 (0.05)     4,096 4,096 
Issue: in-state   0.03 (0.07) 0.19 (0.05)* 4,096 4,096 
Issue: pre-k -0.14 (0.08)     1,349 1,349 
Issue: pre-k   -0.10 (0.08) -0.09 (0.11) 1,349 1,349 
         
Year: 2009 0.26 (0.03)*     5,567 2,960 
Year: 2009   0.39 (0.04)* 0.10 (0.05) 5,384 2,777 
Year: 2010 0.08 (0.03)*     9,835 2,765 
Year: 2010   0.24 (0.04)* -0.12 (0.05)* 9,744 2,674 
Year: 2017 -0.05 (0.02)*     14,947 4,209 
Year: 2017   0.15 (0.03)* -0.23 (0.03)* 14,790 4,052 
Year: 2020 -0.02 (0.02)     21,400 4,263 
Year: 2020   0.31 (0.03)* -0.29 (0.03)* 19,161 4,109 
Year: 2021 -0.02 (0.06)     2,698 1,353 
Year: 2021   0.03 (0.05) -0.02 (0.08) 2,698 1,353 
         
Cue-giver: Obama 0.13 (0.02)*     17,508 7,831 
Cue-giver: Obama   0.30 (0.03)* -0.09 (0.03)* 17,161 7,484 
Cue-giver: Trump -0.05 (0.02)*     32,146 8,389 
Cue-giver: Trump   0.17 (0.02)* -0.21 (0.02)* 31,918 8,161 
Cue-giver: Obama & Trump 0.16 (0.06)*     2,095 2,095 
Cue-giver: Biden -0.02 (0.06)     2,698 1,353 
Cue-giver: Biden   0.03 (0.05) -0.03 (0.08) 2,698 1,353 
         
Cue: party-aligned -0.01 (0.01)     40,179 13,026 
Cue: party-aligned   0.39 (0.02)* -0.35 (0.02)* 37,856 12,754 
Cue: cross-party 0.10 (0.02)*     14,268 7,650 
Cue: cross-party   0.29 (0.03)* -0.14 (0.04)* 13,921 7,303 
         
Approval rating: ≤ 50% -0.02 (0.01)     41,981 11,154 
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Approval rating: ≤ 50%   0.29 (0.02)* -0.28 (0.02)* 41,662 10,835 
Approval rating: > 50% 0.13 (0.03)*     10,371 6,419 
Approval rating: > 50%   0.29 (0.03)* -0.03 (0.04) 10,115 6,163 
         
Approval difference: ≤ 75% 0.05 (0.02)*     30,349 9,934 
Approval difference: ≤ 75%   0.30 (0.02)* -0.22 (0.02)* 29,918 9,503 
Approval difference: > 75% -0.04 (0.02)*     22,003 5,572 
Approval difference: > 75%   0.53 (0.03)* -0.47 (0.02)* 21,859 5,462 
Notes. Values are OLS coefficients (robust standard errors clustered at the participant level). Each row reports the 
results of a separate regression model. All models include experiment-year fixed effects. Policy preferences 
measured on 1-5 scale. When cue indicates opposition to a policy, preferences are reverse-coded (positive value in 
the coefficient represents movement in direction of cue-giver’s position). In-party indicates that participant i 
receives cue that aligns with i’s party affiliation. Out-party indicates that participant i receives cue that does not 
align with i’s party affiliation. Participants who indicate that they “lean” toward one party are included in that party. 
Models estimating in-party and out-party effects omit Independents from analysis, include a dichotomous party ID 
variable, and omit the 2020 merit-pay experiment with both cues. Models estimating the average effect of any cue, 
conditional on the approval rating of the cue-giver, also omit the 2020 merit-pay experiment with both cues.  
* p < 0.05. 
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Appendix B: Survey Experiment Question Wordings 
 

2009 
 

Charter Schools (n = 1,958) 
• Original Question: Many states permit the formation of charter schools, which are publicly 

funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are expected to meet 
promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. Do you support or oppose 
the formation of charter schools? 

• Obama Supports: Many states permit the formation of charter schools, which are publicly 
funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are expected to meet 
promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. President Barack Obama 
has expressed support for charter schools. What do you think? Do you support or oppose the 
formation of charter schools? 

 
Vouchers (n = 1,483) 

• Original Question: A proposal has been made that would use government funds to help pay 
the tuition of low-income students whose families would like them to attend private schools. 
Would you favor or oppose this proposal? 

• Obama Opposes: A proposal has been made that would use government funds to help pay the 
tuition of low-income students whose families would like them to attend private schools.  
President Barack Obama has expressed opposition to such a proposal.  Would you favor or 
oppose this proposal? 

 
Merit Pay (n = 2,126) 

• Original Question: Do you favor or oppose basing a teacher’s salary, in part, on his or her 
students’ academic progress on state tests? 

• Obama Supports: President Barack Obama has expressed support for the policy of basing 
teachers’ salaries, in part, on their students’ academic progress on tests? What do you think 
of this policy? 

 
2010 

 
Vouchers (n = 1,757) 

• Original Question: A proposal has been made that would use government funds to help pay 
the tuition of low-income students whose families would like them to attend private schools. 
Would you favor or oppose this proposal? 

• Obama Opposes: A proposal has been made that would use government funds to help pay the 
tuition of low-income students whose families would like them to attend private schools.  
President Barack Obama has expressed opposition to such a proposal. Would you favor or 
oppose this proposal? 

 
Merit Pay (n = 2,753) 

• Original Question: Do you favor or oppose basing a teacher’s salary, in part, on his or her 
students’ academic progress on state tests? 

• Obama Supports: President Barack Obama has expressed support for the policy of basing 
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teachers’ salaries, in part, on their students’ academic progress on tests? What do you think 
of this policy? 

 
Annual Testing (n = 2,665) 

• Original Question: As you may know, this year Congress is expected to take action on the 
federal school accountability law. Some people have proposed to maintain the current 
requirement that all students be tested in math and reading each year in grades 3-8 and once 
in high school. Do you support or oppose this proposal? 

• Obama Supports: As you may know, this year Congress is expected to take action on the 
federal school accountability law. President Barack Obama has proposed to maintain the 
current requirement that all students be tested in math and reading each year in grades 3-8 
and once in high school. Do you support or oppose this proposal? 

 
Standards and Tests (n = 2,658) 

• Original Question: Some people have proposed that states be required to toughen the 
standards and tests used to evaluate student performance. Do you support or oppose this 
proposal? 

• Obama Supports: President Obama has proposed that states be required to toughen the 
standards and tests used to evaluate student performance. Do you support or oppose this 
proposal? 

 
2017 

 
Charter Schools (n = 4,030) 

• Original Question: As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter schools, 
which are publicly funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are 
expected to meet promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. Do you 
support or oppose the formation of charter schools? 

• Trump Supports: As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter schools, 
which are publicly funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are 
expected to meet promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. President 
Donald Trump has expressed support for charter schools. Do you support or oppose the 
formation of charter schools? 

 
Merit Pay (n = 4,196) 

• Original Question: Do you support or oppose basing part of the salaries of teachers on how 
much their students learn? 

• Trump Supports: President Donald Trump has expressed support for the policy of basing 
teachers’ salaries on how much their students learn. Do you support or oppose this policy? 

 
Common Core (n = 2,684) 

• Original Question: As you may know, in the last few years states have been deciding whether 
or not to use the Common Core, which are standards for reading and math that are the same 
across the states.  In the states that have these standards, they will be used to hold public 
schools accountable for their performance. Do you support or oppose the use of the Common 
Core standards in your state? 
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• Trump Opposes: As you may know, in the last few years states have been deciding whether 
or not to use the Common Core, which are standards for reading and math that are the same 
across the states. In the states that have these standards, they will be used to hold public 
schools accountable for their performance. President Donald Trump has expressed opposition 
to the Common Core. Do you support or oppose the use of the Common Core standards in 
your state? 

 
Tax Credits (n = 4,037) 

• Original Question: A proposal has been made to offer a tax credit for individual and 
corporate donations that pay for scholarships to help low-income parents send their children 
to private schools.  Would you favor or oppose such a proposal? 

• Trump Supports: A proposal has been made to offer a tax credit for individual and corporate 
donations that pay for scholarships to help low-income parents send their children to private 
schools. President Donald Trump has expressed support for this idea. Would you support or 
oppose such a proposal? 

 
2020 

 
Charter Schools (n = 4,090) 

• Original Question: As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter schools, 
which are publicly funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are 
expected to meet promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. Do you 
support or oppose the formation of charter schools? 

• Trump Supports: As you may know, many states permit the formation of charter schools, 
which are publicly funded but are not managed by the local school board. These schools are 
expected to meet promised objectives, but are exempt from many state regulations. President 
Donald Trump has expressed support for charter schools. Do you support or oppose the 
formation of charter schools? 

 
Merit Pay (n = 4,253) 

• Original Question: Do you support or oppose basing part of the salaries of teachers on how 
much their students learn? 

• Obama Supports: President Donald Trump has expressed support for the policy of basing 
teachers’ salaries on how much their students learn. Do you support or oppose this policy? 

• Trump Supports: Former President Barack Obama has expressed support for the policy of 
basing teachers’ salaries on how much their students learn. Do you support or oppose this 
policy? 

• Obama and Trump Support: Both President Donald Trump and former President Barack 
Obama have expressed support for the policy of basing teachers’ salaries on how much their 
students learn. Do you support or oppose this policy? 

 
Common Core (n = 2,763) 

• Original Question: As you may know, in the last few years states have been deciding whether 
or not to use the Common Core, which are standards for reading and math that are the same 
across the states. In the states that have these standards, they will be used to hold public 
schools accountable for their performance. Do you support or oppose the use of the Common 
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Core standards in your state? 
• Trump Opposes: As you may know, in the last few years states have been deciding whether 

or not to use the Common Core, which are standards for reading and math that are the same 
across the states. In the states that have these standards, they will be used to hold public 
schools accountable for their performance. President Donald Trump has expressed opposition 
to the Common Core. Do you support or oppose the use of the Common Core standards in 
your state? 

 
Tax Credits (n = 4,092) 

• Original Question: A proposal has been made to offer a tax credit for individual and 
corporate donations that pay for scholarships to help low-income parents send their children 
to private schools. Would you support or oppose such a proposal? 

• Trump Supports: A proposal has been made to offer a tax credit for individual and corporate 
donations that pay for scholarships to help low-income parents send their children to private 
schools. President Donald Trump has expressed support for this idea. Would you support or 
oppose such a proposal? 

 
In-State Tuition for Undocumented Immigrants (n = 4,096) 

• Original Question: Do you support or oppose allowing undocumented immigrants to be 
eligible for the in-state college tuition rate if they graduate from a high school in your state? 

• Trump Opposes: President Donald Trump opposes the idea of allowing undocumented 
immigrants to be eligible for the in-state college tuition. Do you support or oppose allowing 
undocumented immigrants to be eligible for the in-state 

 
2021 

 
Universal Public Pre-K (n = 1,349) 

• Original Question: Would you support or oppose the government paying for all 4-year-old 
children to attend a preschool program? 

• Biden Supports: As it turns out, President Joe Biden has expressed support for the 
government paying for all 4-year-old children to attend a preschool program. Would you 
support or oppose this policy? 

 
Universal Public Community College (n = 1,349) 

• Original Question: Do you support or oppose making all public two-year colleges in the 
United States free to attend? 

• Biden Supports: As it turns out, President Joe Biden has expressed support for making all 
public two-year colleges in the United States free to attend. Do you support or oppose this 
policy? 

 


