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A growing body of research suggests that representation among elected and bureaucratic 
officials can shape the attitudes and behavior of constituents and clients. We explore the 
impact of race and gender representation in public schools using a unique survey of 
students and school personnel from 44 different schools in an Ohio county about school 
discipline. We use ordered logit models to analyze the survey data. Our analysis suggests 
race affects attitudes toward institutions and authority even when controlling for 
individual experiences, that Black student attitudes are influenced by minority teacher 
representation, student attitudes are different depending on teacher gender 
representation, and student race and gender condition the influence of representation. 
Our results have potentially broad implications for understanding attitudes about 
political institutions, the administration of authority, and the theory of representative 
bureaucracy. 

In any governmental system public trust and confidence 
in political institutions is central to ensuring that citizens 
obey laws and participate in the political process. If enough 
citizens lack confidence or trust in institutions, the legit-
imacy of governmental institutions and the social order 
may be threatened. In the United States public opinion 
polls consistently demonstrate that African Americans hold 
more negative views of political institutions than whites. 
Research suggests that increasing descriptive or passive 
representation may help to improve the racial disparity 
that exists between white and African American attitudes 
toward governmental institutions in a process referred to 
as symbolic representation (Kingsley, 1944; Mansbridge, 
1999). Researchers from different disciplines use either the 
word “descriptive” or “passive” representation to refer to 
the extent to which public officials and employees share the 
demographic characteristics of the population or clients 
served. We use descriptive representation for the sake of 
consistency. 

Existing research suggests that increasing descriptive 
representation based on race can affect how clients of a bu-
reaucracy feel about the organization providing them ser-
vices (Keiser et al., 2021; Marschall & Ruhil, 2007; Riccucci 
et al., 2018; Roch et al., 2018; Theobald & Haider-Markel, 
2009). However, although well recognized by scholars 
(Bishu & Kennedy, 2020; Garcia & Zajicek, 2021; Keiser, 

2010), few empirical studies exist of symbolic representa-
tion that consider intersectionality, e.g. the consideration 
of how social identities such as race, gender, class, etc. 
combine to affect the attitudes of target population toward 
public institutions. Empirical evidence exists that intersec-
tionality affects the relationship between descriptive repre-
sentation and policy implementation and outcomes (Baum-
gartner et al., 2020; Fay et al., 2021; Wright, 2022), yet few 
studies examine how intersectionality affects attitudes. 

Our research explores how race intersects with gender 
on attitudes toward public schools and examines whether 
having more descriptively representative organizations 
helps to reduce the negative effects of race on attitudes 
toward political institutions. We focus on young adults’ 
attitudes about their schools. Public schools are some of 
the first public institutions within which people experience 
government (Bruch & Soss, 2018). Education is considered 
a linchpin of democracy in helping produce better citizens 
and stronger democracy (Mayne & Hakhverdian, 2017). Po-
litical trust in public institutions plays an important role in 
maintaining democracy (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Whether cit-
izens are politically trusting depends on the performance of 
political actors and institutions (Keele, 2005). Therefore, it 
is important to understand how representative bureaucracy 
affects the attitudes of young adults toward their schools 
and gain experience in public institutions. To increase our 
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understanding of how representative bureaucracy affects 
attitudes of young adults toward public institutions, we 
analyze survey data from 44 different schools in an Ohio 
county about the fairness of school discipline and overall 
attitudes about the respondent’s school. This analysis has 
implications for whether increasing the representation of 
teachers on the basis of race and gender will improve how 
young adults view the first public institutions in which they 
interact with, e.g. their individual school, as well as how re-
lationships will vary by both race and gender representa-
tion. Making use of data from surveys of students, adminis-
trators, and teachers, we examine the relationship between 
descriptive representation and general satisfaction with a 
respondent’s school, and their perception about the fair-
ness of school discipline. 

Race, Gender and Attitudes toward American       
Institutions  

Race clearly shapes attitudes toward American political 
institutions (Almond & Verba, 1963; Hero, 2007). African 
Americans are consistently and strongly less positive about 
the criminal justice system than whites (Engel, 2005; Hur-
witz & Peffley, 2005; Marschall & Shah, 2007) and, to a 
lesser extent, more negative about political institutions, 
such as Congress, the presidency, and the federal govern-
ment as a whole (Brewer & Sigelman, 2002; Howell & Fa-
gan, 1988; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Sigelman & Welch, 
1991). Negative attitudes toward political institutions have 
significant implications for whether citizens believe that 
interactions with government officials are fair (Hurwitz & 
Peffley, 2005) and whether citizens comply with govern-
ment authority (Gibson et al., 2003; Hibbing & Theiss-
Morse, 2001; Skolnick, 1966; Skolnick & Fyfe, 1993; Tyler, 
1998, 2001). 

Understanding the effects of race on attitudes towards 
schools is an important question for both scholars inter-
ested in the bureaucracy and for those interested in under-
standing public opinion toward political institutions. Pub-
lic support is an important source of political power for 
schools, like all public bureaucratic organizations, because 
it influences resources, discretion, and autonomy (Meier, 
1993a). Furthermore, in order to successfully implement 
policy, the bureaucracy requires the cooperation of the tar-
get population and the public in general (Mazmanian & 
Sabatier, 1989). 

Although distrust or negative attitudes toward any insti-
tution can be problematic for a democracy, Levi and Stoker 
(2000) argue that distrust or other negative attitudes are 
most problematic when the institution is one that citizens 
interact with on a daily basis because those attitudes are 
what drive citizen’s political behavior. Schools are partic-
ularly important institutions; they are the most common 
public organization in most countries and are one of the 
central institutions of a democratic society (Meier & 
O’Toole, 2006; Romer et al., 2007). Both public and private 
schools play a role in socializing people into the norms of a 
democratic society and in legitimizing political institutions 
(Almond & Verba, 1963; Easton & Dennis, 1969; Langton 
& Jennings, 1968; Niemi & Junn, 1998). 

African-American distrust of government is attributed to 
the historical marginalization of Blacks in every segment 
of American society, including schools (Hero, 2007; 
Hochschild, 1995; Kinder & Winter, 2001; Marschall & 
Shah, 2007; Sigelman & Welch, 1991). And since it is in 
the public schools that students are socialized to civil so-
ciety and gain their orientations towards government (Al-
mond & Verba, 1963; Easton & Dennis, 1969), student atti-
tudes towards government institutions and whether actions 
by authorities are fair are based in part, on how school of-
ficials exercise authority (Langton & Jennings, 1968; Niemi 
& Junn, 1998). Therefore, African-Americans’ distrust of 
government may stem, in part, from how they perceive the 
education system (Hero, 2007). 

However, race is not the only identity that is important 
for shaping attitudes towards government institutions. 
Women and men may have differing experiences with 
American government institutions because historically 
women have been less descriptively represented in Con-
gress, the Presidency and the upper echelons of the federal 
government than men (Dolan, 2001). This may make 
women more likely to be distrustful of the government. The 
empirical evidence about the impact of gender on attitudes 
toward government institutions is mixed. Some studies find 
no evidence that gender differences exist in feelings of trust 
toward government (Rahn & Rudolph, 2005), other stud-
ies find that women are more trusting or have more posi-
tive attitudes toward some types of institutions but not all 
(Cook & Gronke, 2005; Kelleher & Wolak, 2007; Paulsen & 
Bartkowski, 1997), and some studies find that women are 
less likely to feel institutions such as the criminal justice 
system are fair (Overby et al., 2005). 

The effect of race and gender on attitudes toward gov-
ernment institutions is complicated by the fact that people 
do not hold one identity. Instead people have multiple 
identities, such as race and gender, with each becoming 
salient at different times (Fay et al., 2021; Keiser et al., 
2002; Philpot & Walton, 2007; Transue, 2007). Race and 
gender might intersect to create patterns in feelings of 
political trust; and we, therefore, need to explore differ-
ences among African-American men and women as well as 
men and women with other racial/ethnic characteristics. 
Black men and Black women have different experiences 
even though both share the experience of being Black (Gay 
& Tate, 1998; Philpot & Walton, 2007). Black men, for ex-
ample, are much more likely to be imprisoned than Black 
women and are more likely to be disenfranchised from po-
litical participation (Brown-Dean, 2007; Hero, 2007). Black 
women are more likely to experience discrimination based 
both on race and on sex (Gay & Tate, 1998; Mansbridge & 
Tate, 1992). 

Existing research is mixed on whether gender differences 
exist in attitudes towards institutions between people with 
the same racial/ethnic characteristics. Marschall and Shah 
(2007) find for example, that white men are less trusting 
than white women, but that gender does not explain differ-
ences in feelings of political trust for African Americans. In 
contrast, Brunell, Anderson, and Cremona (2008) find that 
among African Americans, men are less likely to approve of 
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Congress as a whole than are women. Baniamin and Jamil 
(2021) find that observers perceive a government commit-
tee as fairer and more effective as the number of female 
committee members increases, even when women are over-
represented. More research is needed before we can un-
derstand how the intersection of race and gender influence 
attitudes toward government institutions. We therefore ex-
plore differences in attitudes toward schools for both race 
and gender. To assess the role of schools in shaping atti-
tudes we must focus our attention on the perceptions and 
attitudes of students rather than adults. We model two di-
mensions of attitudes toward school. First, to capture the 
general outlook of students, we focus on how satisfied stu-
dents are with the school they attend. Second, we model 
student attitudes about school discipline, focusing on 
whether students believe punishment is fair or appropriate. 
Equity or fairness is one of the central values with which 
the public evaluates public policy (Stone, 1997; Tyler, 1984, 
1990, 2001) and, therefore, should play a role in determin-
ing the legitimacy of public institutions. 

Few studies have focused on how both race and gender 
intersect to affect attitudes toward the fairness of decisions 
of school administrators although several studies examine 
differences based on race and ethnicity in education and 
other settings (Keiser et al., 2021; Roch et al., 2018). Addi-
tional studies also explore how the intersection of race and 
gender influence perceptions of bureaucracy or influence 
the performance of bureaucrats (Baniamin & Jamil, 2021; 
Baumgartner et al., 2020; Riccucci et al., 2018; Wright, 
2022). Both race and gender are salient identities in the ad-
ministration of public education. 

Minorities do not fare as well as non-minorities across 
a variety of measures such as performance on standardized 
test scores, dropout rates, assignment to gifted courses, 
and school discipline (Hero, 2007; Meier et al., 1989; Rocha 
& Hawes, 2009). The performance gap in education be-
tween African Americans and other ethnic groups has a 
long history and has garnered much academic attention 
(Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Hero, 2007). Like 
race, issues related to gender have had an impact on ed-
ucation, although the impact is different from the pattern 
found for race. Although for race, minorities consistently 
have more negative experiences in education than non-mi-
norities, the role of student gender varies across different 
types of outcomes. 

Historically girls’ have lagged boys’ performance in math 
and science (Keiser et al., 2002) but boys are disadvantaged 
compared to girls in performance on standardized reading 
and writing tests, are more likely to skip school, and more 
likely to be assigned to special education classes (Tyre, 
2006). Even more important for our purposes, boys face 
school discipline disproportionately. Furthermore, school 

officials discipline boys more than girls even though the 
numbers of boys and girls in schools is fairly even (Glack-
man et al., 1978; Office of Civil Rights, 1984; Shaw & 
Braden, 1990; Skiba et al., 2002). In 2006, Newsweek mag-
azine went so far as to label the disparity in performance 
between boys and girls a crisis with the headline “The Boy 
Crisis: At Every Level of Education, They’re Falling Behind. 
What to Do?” We not only examine, therefore, the impact 
of race on attitudes toward school but explore distinctions 
between White boys, Black boys, White girls and Black girls 
predicting that the relative importance of race and gender 
will be driven by the relative saliency of race and gender for 
different aspects of education. 

The patterns in educational outcomes for race and gen-
der lead us to expect that girls will be more likely to think 
that punishment is appropriate than are boys. Black boys 
should hold the most negative attitudes toward schools and 
white girls will have the most positive attitudes toward 
school. The relative saliency of race versus gender deter-
mines the placement of Black girls and White boys on the 
scale. The large discipline gap between girls and boys would 
lead us to expect that gender is most salient so White boys 
will be more negative about discipline than Black girls, but 
theory is relatively silent about general attitudes toward 
dissatisfaction because girls perform better on some types 
of performance but worse on others.1 

Representative Bureaucracy   

The theory of representative bureaucracy posits that a 
racial, ethnic, and gender descriptively representative bu-
reaucracy is good for democracy because bureaucrats will 
share policy values with people with whom they share de-
mographic characteristics and implement policy consistent 
with these values (Baumgartner et al., 2020; Meier, 1993b; 
Mosher, 1968; Wright, 2022). These representative policy 
outputs may occur because of partiality or advocacy on 
the part of bureaucrats (active representation) or through 
a more passive process of influencing the attitudes and be-
haviors of non-minority bureaucrats (Lim, 2006; Rocha & 
Hawes, 2009). Empirical research provides evidence sup-
porting the contention that descriptive representation in-
fluences policy outputs (see for example, Bali and Alvarez’s 
2003; Hindera, 1993; Oates, 2003; Rocha & Hawes, 2009; 
Selden, 1997; Wilkins & Keiser, 2006; Wright, 2022). Spe-
cific to education, scholars have found improvement in stu-
dent performance measured in a variety of ways when their 
school is more descriptively representative (Keiser et al., 
2002; Meier et al., 1989) and when teachers and students 
have the same demographic characteristics (Dee, 2005). 

However, increased descriptive representation might 
have benefits beyond policy outputs and may influence the 

Our descriptive analysis of student survey data from Ohio (described below) suggests that the disparity in performance between minori-
ties and non-minorities carries over to attitudes toward school (Lab & Clark, 1998). Non-blacks have more positive views about school 
discipline (89 to 85 percent) and are more satisfied in school than black students (76 to 68 percent). We also find differences by sex; girls 
are more satisfied with their school than boys (78 to 71 percent) and are more likely to feel that school discipline is ‘about right’ than are 
boys (92 to 85 percent). 

1 
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attitudes and actions of minority and non-minority clients 
(Keiser et al., 2021; Lim, 2006; Meier, 2019; Meier & 
Nicholson-Crotty, 2006; Riccucci et al., 2018; Theobald & 
Haider-Markel, 2009). A descriptively representative bu-
reaucracy can be desirable because it may alter the atti-
tudes and the behavior of target populations (Hawes, 2021; 
Keiser et al., 2021; Meier & Nicholson-Crotty, 2006; Xu & 
Meier, 2021). This process is referred to as symbolic repre-
sentation. Research on elected officials has shown that de-
scriptive representation can influence the attitudes of mi-
nority and non-minority constituents (Baniamin & Jamil, 
2021; Bobo & Gilliam, 1990; Gay, 2001, 2002; Gilliam, 1996; 
Marschall & Ruhil, 2007; Marschall & Shah, 2007). Simi-
larly, researchers in public administration have found ev-
idence that descriptive representation increases the likeli-
hood that clients will have more positive attitudes toward 
the bureaucracy (Keiser et al., 2021; Riccucci et al., 2014, 
2018; Roch et al., 2018; Theobald & Haider-Markel, 2009). 

With symbolic representation, how people feel about 
public organizations depends on whether the people who 
work in those organizations “look like them.” When people 
see themselves reflected among public employees, they are 
more likely to have higher trust because they assume peo-
ple within the organization have similar life experience, 
share their values, and are more likely to understand their 
situations (Keiser et al., 2002; Mansbridge, 1999; Meier, 
2019; Meier & Nicholson-Crotty, 2006; Riccucci et al., 
2014; Scherer & Curry, 2010; Theobald & Haider-Markel, 
2009). This explains why descriptive representation can 
lead to improvement in attitudes toward institutions even 
without changes in policy. 

We therefore hypothesize that the impact of race on how 
students feel about their school varies with the amount of 
descriptive representation in the bureaucracy. Specifically, 
we argue that descriptive representation should affect stu-
dents’ attitudes about school discipline, as well as general 
attitudes toward their school. Both measures reflect atti-
tudes toward public organizations. 

In addition, because increasing the descriptive represen-
tation of one group also reduces the descriptive represen-
tation of another group holding organizational size con-
stant, increasing descriptive representation may increase 
positive views of the group becoming more descriptively 
represented but increase negative views of the group losing 
representation. Scholars have noted that passive represen-
tation might be a zero-sum game because the benefiting of 
one group disadvantages another group (Lim, 2006; Rocha, 
2007) but findings about whether symbolic representation 
is a zero-sum game in terms of client attitudes is mixed. 
Two studies of bureaucracies find zero sum effects for sym-
bolic representation. Andrews et al. (2005) find that non-
minority clients of English local authorities viewed the bu-
reaucracy as being less effective when the bureaucracy was 
more descriptively representative of minority groups even 
when administrative data revealed no differences in effec-
tiveness. Similarly, Theobald and Haider-Markel (2009) find 
that alleged traffic stop violators’ perceptions of legitimacy 
about police actions were lower when the race of the police 
and driver differed; this was true for Whites and Blacks (see 

Ulbig, 2007 for similar effects for gender representation on 
city councils). 

However, Keiser, Haider-Markel, and Darolia (2021) find 
a relationship between the representation of Black teachers 
in a school and improved attitudes toward school discipline 
policy for both White and Black students and argue that if 
increased descriptive representation works symbolically to 
positively influence the attitudes of minority clients, it is 
also possible that non-minority clients will also undergo a 
positive shift in attitude through peer effects. This suggests 
positive attitudes would not be zero-sum. When clients in-
teract together within an organization, the positive atti-
tudes of some clients may spread to others in the organiza-
tion. In the two studies demonstrating a negative impact of 
descriptive representation on clientele who are tradition-
ally concerned as part of a majority group (see Andrews et 
al., 2005; Theobald & Haider-Markel, 2009), clients of dif-
ferent races or ethnicities do not necessarily interact to-
gether within an organization. Furthermore, even in the 
absence of peer effects, individuals may perceive public or-
ganizations that are not representative of the public, or of 
particular clients, as being less legitimate or less effective, 
even when they themselves are represented (Keiser et al., 
2021; Riccucci et al., 2018). When looking at gender repre-
sentation, Baniamin and Jamil (2021) find that even when 
gender representation on a government committee was in-
creased to a majority of females, the perceptions of males 
concerning committee performance was still positive. Simi-
larly, Doornkamp, von den Bekerom, and Groeneveld (2019) 
find that “academic self-concept for math” is enhanced for 
both girls and boys when the math teacher is a woman. 

To explore the impact of representation on client atti-
tudes toward the bureaucracy, we analyze how descriptive 
representation affects the dissatisfaction of students in ju-
nior high and high school and their perception of the fair-
ness of school discipline policy. To test the possibility that 
increased descriptive representation has a negative impact 
on non-minority groups, we examine the impact of increas-
ing descriptive representation in schools on feelings of dis-
satisfaction and fairness on White students as well as Black 
students. 

We do so while also controlling for perceptions of policy 
implementation. A debate exists in the literature on the im-
pact of descriptive representation of government officials 
on attitudes of Blacks towards government. Does increas-
ing descriptive representation improve Black attitudes to-
ward institutions because the increase improves the treat-
ment of Blacks by that institution or because simply having 
greater descriptive representation has effects independent 
of changes in the institution? Some scholars argue that 
performance matters the most (Hajnal, 2007; Howell & 
McLean, 2001; Howell & Perry, 2004) whereas others argue 
that Black descriptive representation has symbolic effects 
only (Tate, 2003). Others argue that symbolic effects are 
enhanced by the policy changes that occur following an 
increase in descriptive representation (Marschall & Ruhil, 
2007). 
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Intersectionality, Gender, and Representative     
Bureaucracy  

As mentioned earlier, intersectionality is an important 
aspect of representative bureaucracy, but many existing 
studies fail to examine how identities such as gender and 
race intersect to affect symbolic representation. Intersec-
tionality should influence how people respond to descrip-
tive representation of various identities (Bishu & Kennedy, 
2020; Garcia & Zajicek, 2021; Wright, 2022). Therefore, we 
also focus on gender, in addition to race. 

Like the descriptive representation of race, the descrip-
tive representation of gender among teaching faculty 
should have an impact on student attitudes toward school. 
Most studies of gender representation have focused on the 
lack of representation among women, since women are tra-
ditionally underrepresented in many public institutions. 
However, in the bureaucracy, especially at the street-level, 
however, women are much more represented (Dolan, 2001) 
and in cases like schools, overrepresented among teachers. 

The theory of representative bureaucracy leads us to ex-
pect that boys will have more positive feelings about their 
schools when there are more male teachers on the faculty 
while girls should feel more positive when there are more 
female teachers. Existing research finds evidence of sym-
bolic representation in education for girls. For example, Xu 
and Meier (2021) find that gender representation matters 
in education in China, but it occurs through symbolic rep-
resentation rather than active representation. Schools then 
provide an opportunity to explore whether descriptive rep-
resentation improves the attitudes of males, as well as fe-
males, while also exploring the impact of race. 

Empirical research on representative bureaucracy has, 
for the most part, not incorporated how intersectionality 
affects the impact of descriptive representation on client 
attitudes. According to Mansbridge and Tate (1992), gender 
"constructs’’ how men and women of color experience race 
and race “constructs” how people of color experience “gen-
der.” The multiple identities that public employees hold 
should affect the kind of impact their identities have on 
shaping attitudes toward public institutions; one aspect of 
saliency is whether that identity leads to a disadvantage 
and or whether changes in policy implementation are ben-
eficial is some way to people who share that identity (Fay et 
al., 2021; Keiser et al., 2002; Wilkins & Keiser, 2006). 

As mentioned earlier, the salience of gender in the 
United States’ context for girls and boys in school is mixed 
with boys being particularly disadvantaged in some areas 
like school discipline but girls being disadvantaged in oth-
ers such as math and science. Therefore, we should expect 
that male and female students will respond differently to an 
increase in descriptive representation based on race, while 
Black and White students will respond differently to an in-
crease in descriptive representation based on gender. In 

terms of symbolic representation, the relationship between 
descriptive representation and attitudes should be different 
for Black boys and Black girls, and different for White boys 
and girls. 

Given that we are focused on general satisfaction and 
attitudes about school discipline, where gender is more 
salient for boys than girls and race is more salient for Black 
students than White Students in terms of outcomes, we ex-
pect gender representation to be more important for boys 
and race descriptive representation to be more important 
for Black Students. We explore, therefore, the impact of de-
scriptive representation on Black boys, Black girls, White 
boys and White girls separately. 

Research Design   

For our analysis of descriptive representation we employ 
data from a 1994 study titled “Controlling Victimization 
in Schools: Effective Discipline and Control Strategies in 
a County in Ohio, 1994” (Lab & Clark, 1998, 1998). The 
purpose of the original study was to gather evidence on 
the relationship between discipline and the control of vic-
timization in schools. The county sample consisted of ten 
public school districts, a Catholic school system, and sev-
eral, mostly small, private magnet schools. Approximately 
40,000 students were enrolled in grades seven through 
twelve in the schools located in the study county. Surveys 
were conducted of students, teachers, and principals in 
each of the 44 junior and senior high schools that agreed to 
participate in the study. Students were randomly surveyed 
by distributing the survey to approximately half of the stu-
dents in each classroom in each school, while all teachers 
and principals in the participating schools were sampled 
(Lab & Clark, 1998, 1998).2 

For the study the researchers were able to collect data 
from 44 different schools, including 31 public and 13 pri-
vate schools. The school districts that participated repre-
sented approximately 85 percent of the students in the 
county and were a representative cross-section of the 
county (Lab & Clark, 1998, 1998). The initial count of 
11,085 usable student questionnaires represented approx-
imately 35 percent of the students in the participating 
schools. The initial count of 1,045 usable teacher surveys 
resulted in approximately a 40-percent response rate. Prin-
cipal questionnaires were returned from 43 of the 44 par-
ticipating schools, giving a response rate of 98 percent (Lab 
& Clark, 1998, 1998). 

Dependent Variables   

For our analysis we are interested in explaining student 
general satisfaction and their perceptions of punishment 
within schools. Like questions about satisfaction with gov-
ernment institutions, dissatisfaction with the school should 
provide a sense of how well students believe the institution 

The other half of the students received a different survey that focused on drug use among students. 2 
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is functioning. We also focus on perceptions of punishment 
because it represents the policing role of educators apply-
ing the coercive power of the state. As such we believe stu-
dents’ perceptions of discipline fairness could shape future 
perceptions of government and its power. 

We measure dissatisfaction using responses to the fol-
lowing question: “Overall, how satisfied are you with your 
school?” Responses are on a four-point scale ranging from 
very satisfied (1) to very unsatisfied (4). The second depen-
dent variable captures student perceptions concerning the 
appropriateness of punishments for various infractions in 
school. Students were first asked what happens to a stu-
dent who commits an infraction, and then asked what they 
think of such a response. For example, students were asked: 
“Most of the time, what happens to a student who is caught 
being disrespectful to a teacher?” Students could indicate 
a variety of options from ‘nothing’ to ‘police being called.’ 
Students were then asked, “Would you say this response is: 
Too Easy, About Right, or Too Hard?” These types of ques-
tions were asked of students for cases of 1) students be-
ing disrespectful, 2) students who are caught cutting class, 
3) students who are caught fighting with other students, 4) 
students who are caught drinking or using drugs, 5) stu-
dents who are caught disrupting class, and 6) students who 
are caught with a weapon. Because our focus is on percep-
tions of fairness, we focused our analysis on those students 
indicating that the response was about right (coded zero) 
or too hard (coded one).3 For each student the responses to 
each of the six questions were then summed to create an 
index capturing the overall perception of fairness for pun-
ishment across all infractions; those scoring higher on the 
index believe a greater number of punishments are unfair.4 

Students indicating too easy are not included in the analy-
sis. However, the results of analyses using the entire re-
sponse set differ little from those results reported below.5 

Independent Variables   

Our key independent variables of interest are student 
race and teacher race. In terms of race we focus on African-
American students, coding self-reported African American 
as one and all others zero. To capture the race of teachers 
we relied on the race of teachers responding to the survey.6 

Thus, for race we created an African-American teacher vari-
able that is the percentage of teachers responding to the 
survey in each school who are African American.7 In addi-
tion to race, gender should also play a role in affecting at-
titudes toward school. Like race, gender has had an impact 
on perceptions about education, although, as mentioned 
earlier, the impact is different from the pattern found for 
race. We expect that boys will be more likely to think that 
punishment is fair than are girls since boys are punished 
disproportionately (Skiba et al., 2002) but we have no ex-
pectations for whether or not girls will be more satisfied. 
We include a simple gender variable coded one for students 
who were female and zero for students who were male. 

In addition to the gender of students, the percentage 
of teachers who are male should also have an impact on 
the attitudes of students. In so far as hiring male teachers 
will improve boys’ experience with school, male students 
in schools with more male teachers and a male principal 
should have lower levels of dissatisfaction and be more 
likely to think school discipline is appropriate than boys in 
schools with lower levels of male representation. To cap-

To assess our measure of fairness we replicated our analysis predicting attitudes with all student and school characteristics in analysis of 
the following question from the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS), 1988: First Follow-Up, 1990, “School discipline is fair: 
strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree” (U.S. Dept. of Education & National Center for Education Statistics, 1999). This analy-
sis revealed that student characteristics, especially student race, are important predictors of attitudes about the fairness of punishment 
in schools. This dataset does not have measures to test the hypothesis that descriptive representation affects student attitudes, but it 
does support our contention that the Ohio school data captures student perceptions of fairness. An ordered Logit equation with the 
NELS data (N=14,946) revealed the following coefficients and results: Black student -.336**, Asian student .219**, student in trouble of-
ten -.444**, parents’ educational attainment .018, student use of drugs/alcohol -.15688, female student -.026, parents’ income and occu-
pational status .047*; LR chi2(8)= 1025.81**; probability ** < .01, * <.05. These results are consistent with the results reported in 
Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998). A codebook for replicating our analysis can be obtained by the second author. 

We are interested in capturing students’ overall feelings toward school discipline rather than their feelings about discipline for one par-
ticular type of infraction. Students who score at the higher ranges of the scale (five to six) should have the strongest negative feelings 
about discipline whereas those scoring at the lowest range (one to two) should have the most positive feelings. For the six items the 
Cronbach’s Alpha scale reliability coefficient is .77, indicating a fairly reliable index. 

Indeed, even if we examine only those students indicating too easy and about right, eliminating too hard, the results are similar to those 
reported here. Clearly those students indicating too easy are suggesting that punishment is unfair as well, but their response is qualita-
tively different from those who indicate punishment is too hard. Analysis of these differences is beyond the scope of this paper. 

Ideally we would have been able to include the actual percentage of minority teachers at each school. However, the ICPSR, which pro-
vided the project data, would not release the data. Although we lack independent verification on the percent of teachers who are Black 
the high response rate of teachers to the survey (40 percent) provides some confidence that our measure captures the real variation 
across the schools. Furthermore, based on the correlation between estimates of black students using the black student response rate and 
responses from school principals, we are confident that the technique we used to measure black teachers gives us an accurate measure. 
In addition to using the number of responses of Black students as a measure of the percent of the student body who is Black, we also 
have the responses of principals to the question “how many students in your school are African American.” These two measures of the 
size of the African American student body are fairly consistent. The mean using the principal response is sixteen percent, standard devi-
ation 22, minimum zero and maximum 97, whereas the mean using the number of responses from Black students is seventeen percent, 
standard deviation 23, minimum zero, maximum 96. Insofar as response rates are similar across teachers and students, this similarity 
strengthens our argument that using the response rate to determine the number of teachers who are Black is valid. 

We do not include the race of the school principal as a control in our models because only four principals were non-white. 
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ture the gender of teachers we had to rely on the gender of 
teachers responding to the survey.8 Thus, for teacher gen-
der we created a variable that is the percentage of teachers 
responding to the survey in each school that are female. In 
the case of the gender of principals we created a simple di-
chotomous variable based on self-reported gender, with fe-
males coded as one and males coded as zero. 

Student perceptions concerning punishment will also 
likely be shaped by their educational experience as well 
as their experience with the disciplinary system with their 
school. For example, students who have been victimized by 
other students, punished for offenses in school, or who use 
drugs and alcohol more often are likely to have perceptions 
that differ from students who have not had these experi-
ences.9 In our preliminary analysis of the data we found a 
high correlation (Pearson’s R .63) between having been vic-
timized in school and having been in trouble in school; we, 
therefore, limit our control variables to the extent a stu-
dent has gotten into trouble in school and the frequency at 
which a student uses drugs and alcohol.10 We also control 
for student grades because students who receive positive 
feedback from teachers in the form of high grades should be 
more likely to form positive attitudes about school in gen-
eral (Reyes, 1993; Reyes & Jason, 1993). 

Controlling for educational performance and experience 
with discipline is especially important given the historical 
gap that exists between Black and non-Black students. If 
Black students with high grades and little experience with 
school discipline share the same negative attitudes toward 
school as do Black students with low grades and or with a 
lot of experience with school discipline, then we would con-
clude that race has a direct and potentially more problem-
atic effect on attitudes toward school. 

In addition to controlling for educational performance 
and experience with discipline, we control for the harshness 
of punishment in each particular school as perceived by ad-
ministrators. This control is particularly important because 
of the fact that African-American students generally per-

form less well and are disciplined more than white students 
(Haider-Markel et al., 2022; Keiser et al., 2021). Without 
controlling for the harshness of punishment, a finding that 
race affects attitudes about fairness may simply be caused 
by the fact that Black students are more likely to think 
punishment is too harsh because they go to a school with 
harsher punishments than their non-Black counterparts. To 
measure this, we include school principals’ responses to the 
question “for each of the following behaviors indicate the 
most common penalty assessed by the school - one noth-
ing, two teacher disciplines, three send to principal, four 
notify parents, five detention, six suspension, seven call po-
lice.” Note that these are the same questions asked of stu-
dents. Responses were coded zero if the principal indicated 
the most common punishment was options one through 
four and one if the principal indicated the most common 
punishment was options five through seven.11 Responses to 
these questions were summed to create a scale of harsh-
ness in school discipline.12 We hypothesize that students 
in schools where the most common punishment is on the 
harsh side of the dichotomy will be more likely to think 
punishment is too hard than students in schools with less 
harsh punishments. We acknowledge that this measure is 
based on perceptions that might not be entirely objective. 
However, we also note that teachers use discretion in is-
suing punishment, even when policies are clear or suggest 
zero tolerance (Haider-Markel et al., 2022). 

It is possible that students in schools with high minority 
and large populations of low- income students vary in im-
portant ways from schools with fewer minorities and low 
income students. Consequently, we include controls for the 
percent of the student body who is African American and 
the percent of families in school districts with incomes be-
low the poverty line.13 

We also control for the age of students because attitudes 
toward school in general since punishment may change as 
students age. In addition, students in smaller schools may 
differ from those in larger schools; we therefore control 

Ideally we would have been able to include the actual percentage of female teachers at each school. However, the ICPSR, which provided 
the project data, would not release the data. See footnote 7 for a justification for our measure. 

To measure a student’s frequency of being in trouble we combined frequency responses for fourteen questions to create an additive in-
dex. The questions were: How often have you…1) Hit a teacher, instructor or other school official, 2) Gotten into serious fight at school, 
3) Taken part in a fight where a group of your friends were against another group, 4) Hurt someone badly enough to need bandages or a 
doctor, 5) Used knife or some other thing (like a club) to get something from a person, 6) Taken something not belonging to you worth 
under $50, 7) Taken something not belonging to you worth over $50, 8) Taken a car that didn’t belong to someone in your family without 
permission, 9) Gone into some house or building when you weren’t supposed to be there, 10) Set fire to someone else’s property on pur-
pose, 11) Damaged school property on purpose, 12) Damaged someone else’s property on purpose, 13) Used a gun to get something from 
a person, and 14) Used a gun to hurt someone. Response could range from “1 Never, 2 Once or twice, 3 Once a Month, 4 Once Every 2/3 
Weeks, 5 Once a Week, 6 More Than Once a Week.” The maximum score on the index is 81 with a mean of 3.13 and a standard deviation 
of 10.80. The Cronbach alpha Scale reliability coefficient is.97. 

To measure alcohol and drug use we summed the responses to the following questions: "How often, if ever, have you used each of the 
following during the past six months: alcohol, marijuana, and cocaine. Responses could range from “1 Never, 2 Once or Twice, 3 Once a 
Month, 4 Once Every 2/3 Weeks, 5 Once a Week, 6 More Than Once a Week.” The maximum score on the index is eighteen with a mean 
of 2.23 and a standard deviation of 3.69. The Cronbach alpha Scale reliability coefficient is.75. 

Responses indicating “other” were dropped from the analysis. 

The Cronbach alpha Scale reliability coefficient for this scale is .76. 

We do not use the percent of students in the school who qualify for free lunch because it is highly collinear with percent black. 
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whether students attend public or private schools to ac-
count for potential differences in those types of schools. 
Given a high correlation between school size and type of 
school (Pearson’s R .42) our models only control for private 
(coded zero) versus public (coded one) school type.14 

Results and Discussion    

Because the students were randomly sampled based on 
their school of attendance, we account for sample cluster-
ing by school by using the school as the primary sampling 
unit and estimating our equations with robust standard er-
rors (see Primo et al., 2007 for a justification for this ap-
proach).15 For our analysis we first estimated ordered logit 
models to predict student dissatisfaction with school. We 
then examine interactions between student race or gender 
and teacher race or gender in a more intuitive manner by 
creating sub-samples of the data based on student race and 
gender (see Table 2). We estimate dissatisfaction and atti-
tudes toward punishment first for non-Black students and 
second for Black students. Later, we do the same thing for 
boys compared to girls (see Table 3). This approach allows 
us to interact the student race variable with each of the pre-
dictor variables without causing a collinearity problem in 
the model. We use the analysis presented in Tables 1, 2 and 
3 to test the various hypotheses discussed above.16 

First, we turn to a discussion of whether race and gender 
matter in predicting attitudes towards schools. The de-
scriptive statistics of the data show that large majorities of 
students are satisfied, yet substantial numbers of African-
American students are dissatisfied. For example, 35 percent 
of Black boys and 29 percent of Black girls are unsatisfied 
or very unsatisfied compared to 28 percent non-Black boys 
and 21 percent non-Black girls. Table 1 shows the impact 
of race and gender on the likelihood of being satisfied with 
school once we have introduced controls for personal ex-
periences within the institution. The results show that race 
does predict dissatisfaction even when taking into account 
academic performance and school behavior, but that gender 
does not. The predicted probabilities for girls and boys 
show that regardless of gender, being Black increases the 
likelihood of being dissatisfied or very dissatisfied by about 

five percentage points (Black boys) or seven percentage 
points (Black girls) relative to non-black students of the 
same gender (see Figure 1).17 

In terms of punishment, most students are likely to 
think punishment is fair. However, sizable subgroups are 
likely to think it is too hard with Black boys being the most 
likely to think punishment is too hard and white girls the 
least. Unlike for the case of dissatisfaction, however, the 
most important variable predicting attitudes about pun-
ishment is gender rather than race. (see Figure 1). Boys 
are more likely to think punishment is too hard than are 
girls. Comparing boys and girls of the same race, we find, 
for example, that non-Black boys are about five percentage 
points more likely to think that punishment is too hard on 
three or more categories than non-Black girls. 

Moving to our multivariate analysis, we can see that 
most of the control variables in Table 1 perform as ex-
pected; grades, age, behavior in school, and type of school 
all influence attitudes in predictable ways. Unexpectedly, 
public school students are less likely to be dissatisfied and 
less likely to think punishment is too hard. This may be 
because private school students have higher expectations 
for their school. We also find that schools with a higher 
percentage of Black teachers and schools with more male 
teachers are more likely to have satisfied students and 
schools with more Black teachers are more likely to have 
students who do not see punishments as too hard. Overall, 
the model shows that attitudes toward school are driven by 
students’ race and gender, the demographic characteristics 
of teachers, students’ experiences in school, and the types 
of schools they attend. 

Overall, our results indicate that race and gender play an 
important role in explaining dissatisfaction with school and 
attitudes about punishment, even though majorities of all 
groups feel positive about the schools they attend and think 
that punishment is appropriate. But the question remains: 
does increasing descriptive representation by race and gen-
der increase the likelihood that African American students 
and male (and or female) students will feel more positively 
about school? 

Including school size in the models along with school type does not significantly improve any of the models, nor is school size statisti-
cally significant. 

We also estimated our models using multilevel mixed effects logistic regression models using STATA’s “xtmelogit” command. For the 
models using multilevel mixed effects logistic regression models, we modeled both attitudes about punishment and student satisfaction 
using new dichotomous dependent variables. Student satisfaction was coded “one” if students were “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” 
and coded “zero” otherwise and students who responded that no punishments were “too hard” were coded “zero” and students who re-
sponded that any punishments were too hard were coded “one.” For the most part our results are consistent regardless of which tech-
nique we use. We note in footnotes when they are not. 

In this paper we do not focus on differences between Hispanics and other types of students. Students self identifying as Hispanic in the 
survey are coded as non-black. We ran all the models with Hispanic students excluded but our results did not substantively change. 

In Figure 1 we have collapsed very dissatisfied and satisfied into one category by adding the probabilities of being “very dissatisfied” and 
“dissatisfied” together and the probabilities for being “very satisfied” and “satisfied” together. In other words, we are comparing the 
probability of being “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with being "very dissatisfied or “dissatisfied.” We collapsed these categories to simplify 
the presentation. The predicted probabilities were created using the model presented in Table One using STATA’s “prtab” command. For 
the analysis of attitudes about punishment we simply use the categories from the index of six questions (scored zero to one) capturing 
the overall perception of fairness for punishment across all infractions described above (final scores ranging from zero to six). The pre-
dicted probabilities were created using the model presented in Table One using STATA’s “prtab” command. 
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Table 1. Predicting Student Dissatisfaction with School and Perception of Punishment          

Independent Variables Dissatisfaction Punishment too hard for six Infractions 

Punishment ---- -.020 
(.015) 

Poor Grades .486** 
(.027) 

.260** 
(.030) 

Trouble Index .016** 
(.003) 

.007* 
(.003) 

Drug Use .075** 
(.009) 

.108** 
(.010) 

Age .122** 
(.025) 

-042 
(.017) 

% Black Students -.001 
(.005) 

.0004 
(.002) 

Low Income -005 
(.006) 

-.006# 
(.003) 

% Black Teachers -021* 
(.011) 

-.018** 
(.005) 

Student Black .371* 
(.095) 

.269* 
(.087) 

Student Female -.025 
(.040) 

-.411** 
(.044) 

Female Principal .389 
(.318) 

.038 
(.042) 

% Male Teachers -.008# 
(.005) 

.0007 
(.002) 

Public School -.459** 
(.194) 

-.098 
(.087) 

 

Cut Point 1 -0.325 1.052 

Cut Point 2 3.019 2.069 

Cut Point 3 4.700 2.853 

Cut Point 4 3.553 

Cut Point 5 4.318 

Cut Point 6 4.963 

 

Log likelihood -8053.75 -7938.10 

Wald Chi-Square 1052.99** 791.81** 

Pseudo R-square .07 .04 

N 8273 8299 

Notes: Coefficients are ordered logit coefficients; robust standard errors based on school-centered sampling are in parentheses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, # p < .10 in two-tailed tests. The 
data are from a 1994 study of Ohio schools (see Lab and Clark 1998) 

As mentioned earlier, the impact of descriptive repre-
sentation should be different for Blacks and non-Blacks and 
different for girls and boys. To answer this question we turn 
to our results in Tables 2 and 3. Examining subsets of the 
data allow us to determine if a significant interaction oc-

curs because Black students respond to Black teachers or 
non-Black students respond to Black teachers, or both (see 
Table 2).18 Later, we do the same things for boys compared 
to girls (see Table 3). 

To ensure that the interaction between student race and Black teachers improved the models we estimated a likelihood ratio test using a 
restricted model and unrestricted model (with an interaction term). The addition of the interaction variable results in a significantly im-
proved model (LR Chi2 = 31.46, prob. .0000). 
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Figure 1. Predicted Probabilities by Race and Gender       

Predicted Probabilities Black Boys Non-black Boys Black Girls Non-black Girls 

Very Unsatisfied or Unsatisfied* 29% 24% 24% 18% 

 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 0) 59.1% 62.5% 66.5% 73.9% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 1)* 19.8% 18.6% 17.1% 14.0% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 2) 8.8% 7.9% 8.3% 6.3% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 3) 4.6% 4.0% 3.8% 2.8% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 4) 2.8% 2.5% 2.5% 1.8% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 5) 1.7% 1.5% .95% .67% 

Punishment is too Hard (scoring 6)* 3.4% 2.9% .81% .57% 

* statistically significant at .05 (all other variables held at mean). 

Of central interest to us in Table 2 is the variable mea-
suring gender and the variable measuring descriptive repre-
sentation. In so far as intersectionality shapes attitudes, we 
would expect that difference would exist between boys and 
girls of the same race. Consistent with our argument that 
gender is most salient for punishment, our results show 
that when comparing students of the same race, gender is 
important in predicting attitudes toward punishment but 
not toward general satisfaction. In terms of overall satisfac-
tion with public institutions, black boys and girls are no dif-
ferent from one another. 

Our results in Table 2 also provide support for the theory 
of representative bureaucracy. The results in Table 2 indi-
cate that Black students in schools with greater percent-
ages of African-American teachers report lower levels of 
dissatisfaction than Black students in schools with smaller 
percentages of Black teachers even when we control for 
individual experiences with the school. This supports the 
view that increasing representation in the bureaucracy in-
creases client satisfaction separate from improving the in-
dividual experiences that students have in the school. Cal-
culating the predicted probabilities for the percentage of 
Black teachers from the model in Table 2 reveals that mov-
ing from schools with the lowest level of representation 
(zero percent) to the school with the highest (24 percent) 
results in about a 26 percent decrease in the probability 

that a student will be dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. In-
creasing the percent of African-American teachers also sig-
nificantly reduces the likelihood that Black students will 
believe that punishment is too hard.19 

In addition to demonstrating that descriptive represen-
tation in the bureaucracy improves the attitudes of Black 
students, the findings fail to show support for the argument 
that increasing descriptive representation of African-Amer-
icans has a negative effect on the attitudes of non-Black 
students; Non-Black students in schools with more Black 
teachers are no less satisfied than those in schools with 
fewer Black teachers and actually are less likely to think 
punishment is too hard when there are more Black teach-
ers. It is important to note that Black teachers are not in the 
majority in any schools and at their highest reach 24 per-
cent of teachers. It is possible that negative effects of de-
scriptive representation may occur for non-Black students 
if percentages increased beyond this point, but our results 
provide no evidence that negative consequences occur up to 
about one-quarter representation of African Americans on 
the school faculty. These findings support Rocha’s (2007) 
notion that descriptive representation can be a positive 
sum game (see also Rocha & Hawes, 2009). 

In Table 3 we turn to an analysis that separates students 
by gender. We are particularly interested in whether or not 
gender affects attitudes when comparing students of the 

As mentioned earlier, the literature is mixed as to whether increasing descriptive representation improves citizen attitudes towards po-
litical institutions because doing so changes the responsiveness of the institution to minorities and/or because symbolic representation 
is enough in and of itself to alter the feelings of minorities toward the institution. Because the Ohio school data set contains information 
from principals and teachers about the schools they work in, we can explore the impact of descriptive representation on the personal ex-
periences students have in schools. The question remains whether increasing descriptive representation reduces the likelihood that a 
student will get into trouble or get low grades. In order to test for these effects, we modeled grades and the trouble index as functions of 
the percent of minority teachers using the subset of Black students. The results suggest that descriptive representation does not affect 
the likelihood that Black students receive higher grades. In a full ordered Logit model predicting Black student grades and using the 
same independent variables we use to predict student satisfaction the coefficient for minority teachers is -.008 with a standard error of 
.014. The full results are available on request from the authors. It does, however, significantly influence the trouble index. Black students 
in schools with higher descriptive representation engage in fewer types of negative behavior than do Black students in schools with 
lower levels of descriptive representation. When further dividing the sample into majority Black student population and minority Black 
populations, the results indicate that descriptive representation only has an impact on trouble in majority Black schools. When Blacks 
do not make up a majority of the student body, descriptive representation of Black teachers does not change the likelihood that a stu-
dent will score high on the trouble index. In a full regression model predicting Black student scores on the trouble index and using the 
same independent variables we use to predict student satisfaction the coefficient for minority teachers is -.134 with a standard error of 
.039. The full results are available on request from the authors. 
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same race. Here we find that the impact of gender on atti-
tudes is different when we look at people of different races. 
Black boys are more likely to be dissatisfied than white boys 
and black girls are more likely to be dissatisfied than white 
girls. Black girls are also more likely to think punishment 
is too harsh. We find no evidence, however, that black boys 
differ from white boys in their attitudes toward punish-
ment. 

The results in Table 3 also have implications for the the-
ory of representative bureaucracy. According to the theory 
of representative bureaucracy, increasing the percentage 
of teachers who are male should improve the attitudes of 
male students, whereas increasing the percentage of teach-
ers who are female should improve the attitudes of female 
students. The results in Table 3 show student dissatisfac-
tion and attitudes toward punishment for girls and boys 
separately. The findings indicate that increasing the num-
ber of male teachers decreases the dissatisfaction of male 
students. Moving from schools with the least male repre-
sentation (zero percent) to the most (67 percent) increases 
the probability that boys will be satisfied by about twelve 
percent.20 Interestingly, we find no evidence that decreas-
ing the descriptive representation of women by increasing 
the representation of men has an impact on girls’ dissat-
isfaction, perhaps because historically girls have been well 
represented at the teacher level. We find no evidence that 
descriptive gender representation has an impact on atti-
tudes for boys or girls in terms of perceptions of the fairness 
of punishment. 

Finally, we turn to the intersection of race and gender 
presented in Table 4. Applying the scholarship on intersec-
tionality to the theory of representative bureaucracy sug-
gests that race will affect how boys and girls respond to 
gender descriptive representation while gender will affect 
how Blacks and whites respond to race descriptive repre-
sentation (Gay & Tate, 1998; Mansbridge & Tate, 1992). 
Our earlier models do not allow us to compare the impact 
of descriptive representation on girls and boys of the same 
race or students with the same race but different sex. To 
investigate the possibility that intersectionality affects the 
impact of descriptive representation, we split our sample 
by race and gender. The results in Table 4 indicate that in-
tersectionality is important for teacher gender descriptive 
representation but not race descriptive representation.21 

While both Black boys and girls are positively influenced by 
race descriptive representation among teachers, only White 
boys are positively influenced by gender descriptive rep-
resentation. We find no evidence that Black boys are less 
likely to be dissatisfied when they are in a school with more 
male teachers. 22 

We next separate students by race and gender to exam-
ine the impact of descriptive representation on attitudes 
about punishment (see Table 5). Although these findings 
confirm our earlier results that Black, White, male and fe-
male students have more positive attitudes toward school 
punishment when their school has a higher percentage of 
Black faculty, the findings do not indicate that the impact 
of descriptive race or gender representation is different 
based on the intersection of race and gender, with one ex-
ception. For most students, gender descriptive representa-
tion does not seem to matter in affecting attitudes toward 
punishment with the one exception of Black girls, who are 
more likely to perceive punishment as too hard when the 
percentage of male teachers increases.23 

Implications and Conclusions    

Confidence in political institutions is based in part on 
citizen perceptions of fairness, either distributional or pro-
cedural, or both. The low levels of confidence in institutions 
exhibited by African-American citizens in the U.S. are often 
attributed to African-American perceptions that the system 
is unfair either procedurally or in the distribution of re-
sources. Our research explored whether or not these per-
ceptions can be found in the educational system and 
whether increasing descriptive representation can influ-
ence attitudes about institutions as well as perceptions of 
fairness in school discipline. We tested several hypotheses 
related to race and gender through analysis of a unique data 
set compiled from surveys of students, teachers, and prin-
cipals in 44 public and private schools in Ohio. 

Our study has several limitations. Our data are from a 
limited population in Ohio and the original study was de-
signed for answering different research questions. Our data 
also are dated and largely rely on the perceptions of stu-
dents, teachers, and administrators. Several of our mea-
sures, including our measure of Black teachers, are not as 
precise as we would like. Finally, we were not able to ex-

The coefficient for male teachers does not reach statistical significance in the multi-level mixed effects logistic regression model for 
boys. 

We estimated a likelihood ratio test using a restricted model and unrestricted model (with an interaction term). The addition of the in-
teraction variable does result in a significantly improved model (LR Chi2 = 16.22, prob. .0000) for the Black (male or female) student in-
teraction term with teachers. The same test for White students did not reveal a significant difference between models. 

Although we find that non-black girls are less likely to be satisfied when they attend schools with more male teachers, the coefficient for 
male teachers does not reach statistical significance in the multi-level mixed effects logistic regression model for non-black girls. 

The finding for Black girls is not replicated in the model using multi-level mixed effects logistic regression. In addition, we estimated a 
likelihood ratio test using a restricted model and unrestricted model (with interaction terms for race and gender of students and teacher 
race and gender variables). The tests do not reveal significant differences between models with LR Chi2 being less than one and proba-
bilities greater than .30). The coefficient for minority teachers also fails to reach significance in the multi-level mixed effects logistic re-
gression model for Black boys (p=.13). 
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Table 2. Predicting Student Attitudes: Black and Non-Black       

Independent 
Variables 

Dissatisfaction: Non-
Black Only 

Dissatisfaction: 
Black Only 

Punishment too hard: 
Non-Black Only 

Punishment too hard: 
Black Only 

Punishment ---- ---- -.015 
(.015) 

.137* 
(.055) 

Poor Grades .493** 
(.028) 

.370** 
(.082) 

.287** 
(.034) 

.055 
(.078) 

Trouble Index .016** 
(.004) 

.012 
(.009) 

.007* 
(.003) 

.005 
(.009) 

Drug Use .075** 
(.010) 

.076** 
(.022) 

.111** 
(.010) 

.093** 
(.026) 

Age .126** 
(.026) 

.111** 
(.038) 

-.052** 
(.017) 

.009 
(.028) 

% Black 
Students 

-.008* 
(.004) 

-.004 
(.005) 

.002 
(.002) 

.005 
(.003) 

Low Income -.011* 
(.006) 

-004 
(.014) 

-.006 
(.004) 

-.021* 
(.008) 

% Black 
Teachers 

-.014 
(.011) 

-.057** 
(.009) 

-.020** 
(.007) 

-.024** 
(.007) 

Student 
Female 

-.022 
(.043) 

-.048 
(.155) 

-.421** 
(.051) 

-.410** 
(.098) 

Female 
Principal 

.209 
(.339) 

.539** 
(.213) 

.053 
(.067) 

.170 
(.106) 

% Male 
Teachers 

-.011* 
(.005) 

-.008 
(.007) 

.006** 
(.002) 

.011** 
(.004) 

Public School -.378# 
(.204) 

-.757* 
(.374) 

-.106 
(.083) 

-.036 
(.202) 

 

Cut Point 1 -0.034 -2.867 1.126 .175 

Cut Point 2 3.333 0.503 2.172 1.054 

Cut Point 3 5.014 2.230 2.975 1.752 

Cut Point 4 3.663 2.510 

Cut Point 5 4.402 3.414 

Cut Point 6 5.008 4.311 

 

Log likelihood -6858.19 -1228.68 -6703.13 -1218.09 

Wald Chi-
Square 

1120.36** 177.79** 609.40** 260.72** 

Pseudo R-
square 

.07 .07 .05 .03 

N 7112 1161 7132 1167 

Notes: Coefficients are ordered logit coefficients; robust standard errors based on school-centered sampling are in parentheses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, # p < .10 in two-tailed tests. The 
data are from a 1994 study of Ohio schools (see Lab and Clark 1998). 

plore impacts for Latino students, like others have (Keiser 
et al., 2021). 

Our analyses allow us to draw several important con-
clusions. First, our findings are consistent with other re-
search finding a relationship between descriptive represen-
tation based on race and improved attitudes toward schools 
(Keiser et al., 2021; Roch et al., 2018). However, in addition 
to race, our findings indicate that gender is an important 
variable for understanding attitudes towards institutions. 
Although gender does not predict overall dissatisfaction 
with schools, it is an important predictor of attitudes about 
whether or not punishment is appropriate. Boys are more 

likely to think punishment is too hard than are girls. Inter-
estingly, gender seems to be the most important variable in 
predicting attitudes toward punishment while race is more 
important for general satisfaction. Black boys are no differ-
ent than White boys in their attitudes toward punishment, 
while both Black boys and Black girls are more negative in 
their general attitudes than are Non-Black boys and girls. 
Overall this supports the argument that different identi-
ties are more or less important depending on the saliency 
of that identity for the particular policy issue (Gay & Tate, 
1998; Keiser et al., 2002). This is not to say that race does 
not matter at all since Black girls are more negative than 
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Table 3. Predicting Student Attitudes: Boys and Girls       

Independent 
Variables 

Dissatisfaction: 
Boys Only 

Dissatisfaction: 
Girls Only 

Punishment too hard: 
Boys Only 

Punishment too hard: 
Girls Only 

Punishment ---- ---- .013 
(.021) 

-.027 
(.022) 

Poor Grades .472** 
(.041) 

.491** 
(.040) 

.259** 
(.035) 

.238** 
(.040) 

Trouble Index .016** 
(.003) 

.021** 
(.008) 

.008** 
(.003) 

.017* 
(.007) 

Drug Use .061** 
(.011) 

.094** 
(.014) 

.080** 
(.013) 

.151** 
(.013) 

Age .111** 
(.025) 

.131** 
(.029) 

-.029 
(.022) 

-.057 
(.024) 

% Black 
Students 

.004 
(.003) 

-.003 
(.006) 

.002 
(.002) 

.003 
(.003) 

Low Income -.008 
(.005) 

-.002 
(.008) 

-.007 
(.004) 

-.006 
(.004) 

% Black 
Teachers 

-.016# 
(.009) 

-.025# 
(.013) 

-.010 
(.006) 

-.029** 
(.006) 

Student Black .354* 
(.126) 

.393** 
(.129) 

.237 
(.104) 

.303* 
(.129) 

Female Principal .341 
(.250) 

.419 
(.375) 

-.025 
(.070) 

.097 
(.060) 

% Male Teachers -.009* 
(.004) 

-.007 
(.005) 

-.003 
(.002) 

.004 
(.003) 

Public School -.269 
(.165) 

-.629* 
(.239) 

-.137 
(.101) 

-.075 
(.118) 

 

Cut Point 1 -0.139 -0.451 1.168 1.319 

Cut Point 2 3.161 2.938 2.189 2.338 

Cut Point 3 4.696 4.793 2.881 3.260 

Cut Point 4 3.555 4.011 

Cut Point 5 4.219 5.026 

Cut Point 6 4.805 5.852 

 

Log likelihood -3756.24 -4282.40 -4192.94 -3715.71 

Wald Chi-Square 403.25** 461.59** 592.35** 284.76** 

Pseudo R-square .07 .07 .03 .04 

N 3740 4533 3756 4543 

Notes: Coefficients are ordered logit coefficients; robust standard errors based on school-centered sampling are in parentheses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, # p < .10 in two-tailed tests. The 
data are from a 1994 study of Ohio schools (see Lab and Clark 1998). 

Non-Black girls about punishment. However, gender is the 
identity that seems to better explain attitudes toward pun-
ishment while race is the identity that seems to better ex-
plain general satisfaction toward the institution. 

As Headley, Wright, and Meier (2021) note, descriptive 
representation is a necessary, but not sufficient condition 
for improving perceptions of bureaucracy. They suggest 
positive interactions must also be present. Our study makes 
use of finer grained perceptions, but the lack of difference 
between Black boys and White boys in perceptions of pun-
ishment may result because neither had much in the way of 
positive interactions with the administration of discipline, 
regardless of teacher racial diversity in the school. 

Taken together our findings highlight the importance of 
intersectionality for understanding attitudes toward public 
institutions. In so far as intersectionality shapes attitudes, 
we would expect that Black girls and Black boys (and White 
girls and boys) would have different attitudes from one an-
other. We would also expect that Black boys’ and White 
boys’ (and Black girls’ and White girls’) attitudes would dif-
fer. Overall our results suggest that race is a more impor-
tant identity for some types of attitudes whereas gender is 
more important for others. When looking at general atti-
tudes towards public institutions where Blacks are clearly 
disadvantaged compared to Whites, we find little evidence 
that gender plays an important role in predicting attitudes. 
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Table 4. Predicting Student Dissatisfaction by Race and Gender        

Independent Variables Non-Black Boys Only Black Boys Only Non-Black Girls Only Black Girls Only 

Poor Grades .485** 
(.041) 

.338** 
(.140) 

.491** 
(.035) 

.396** 
(.121) 

Trouble Index .016** 
(.003) 

.018 
(.016) 

.023** 
(.009) 

-.007 
(.028) 

Drug Use .059** 
(.011) 

.067# 
(.037) 

.099** 
(.015) 

.084** 
(.029) 

Age .098** 
(.026) 

.204* 
(.075) 

.153** 
(.031) 

.053 
(.046) 

% Black Students .008* 
(.004) 

-.0004 
(.005) 

.008 
(.005) 

-.007 
(.006) 

Low Income -.012* 
(.005) 

-.017 
(.016) 

-.010 
(.007) 

.007 
(.017) 

% Black Teachers -.011 
(.009) 

-.055** 
(.013) 

-.015 
(.013) 

-.057** 
(.014) 

Female Principal .170 
(.256) 

.623** 
(.188) 

.234 
(.416) 

.456** 
(.344) 

% Male Teachers -.012* 
(.005) 

-.004 
(.007) 

-.011# 
(.006) 

.011 
(.010) 

Public School -.235 
(.188) 

-.322 
(.486) 

-.516* 
(.243) 

-1.10* 
(.405) 

 

Cut Point 1 0.016 -2.006 -0.043 -3.357 

Cut Point 2 3.323 1.423 3.385 -0.087 

Cut Point 3 4.847 3.078 5.267 1.721 

 

Log likelihood -3355.95 -484.27 -3585.66 -670.53 

Wald Chi-Square 579.12** 126.12** 592.79** 90.01** 

Pseudo R-square .07 .09 .07 .07 

N 3261 479 3851 682 

Notes: Coefficients are ordered logit coefficients; robust standard errors based on school-centered sampling are in parentheses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, # p < .10 in two-tailed tests. The 
data are from a 1994 study of Ohio schools (see Lab and Clark 1998). 

Black girls are similar in their attitudes to Black boys and 
White girls are similar to White boys. However, when we 
look at attitudes toward school discipline, a policy highly 
salient for gender, we do find differences between students 
of the same race. We find differences between Black boys 
and girls and differences between White boys and girls in 
how they feel about punishment. Intersectionality matters 
in ways that are consistent with how salient particular ex-
periences are for particular identities. 

The fact that intersectionality explains attitudes has im-
portant implications for the theory of representative bu-
reaucracy. Our findings lead us to expect that the impact of 
descriptive representation would differ between students of 
the same race but different gender, and between students 
of the same gender but different race. We find that intersec-
tionality is important for gender descriptive representation 
but not race descriptive representation. 

Once we take into account intersectionality, we find that 
only White boys in schools with more male teachers are less 
likely to feel dissatisfied. We find no evidence that Black 
boys in schools with more or less male teachers differ in 
their feelings of dissatisfaction. In contrast, for race de-

scriptive representation, we find no differences between 
Black boys and Black girls in how they respond to descrip-
tive representation. In short, race modifies the impact of 
descriptive gender representation, but gender does not 
modify the impact of descriptive race representation on at-
titudes for Blacks. This finding is consistent with the argu-
ment that race is a stronger identity than is gender when 
the issue is not highly salient for gender (Gay & Tate, 1998). 
We might not see gender differences among Blacks because 
although it is clear that Black students are disadvantaged 
in schools whereas the educational performance differences 
between boys and girls are more mixed, which may make 
the race of teachers more important for improving attitudes 
for Black students than teachers’ gender. It may also be that 
symbolic representation related to gender works differently 
for Black and White boys. Future research is needed to ex-
plore this. 

Although we do not examine the impact of descriptive 
representation on Latino students, the work of Hawes 
(2021) and others suggests that we should observe a similar 
intersectional pattern for Latino boys and girls as we ob-
served for Black boys and girls. However, Hawes (2021) does 
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Table 5. Predicting Student Attitudes about Punishment by Race and Gender          

Independent Variables Non-Black Boys Only Black Boys Only Non-Black Girls Only Black Girls Only 

Punishment -.003 
(.022) 

.203** 
(.081) 

-.029 
(.026) 

.096 
(.064) 

Poor Grades .270** 
(.039) 

.167 
(.127) 

.287** 
(.043) 

.091 
(.091) 

Trouble Index .009** 
(.003) 

.004 
(.011) 

.013 
(.009) 

.034* 
(.015) 

Drug Use .082** 
(.012) 

.061 
(.043) 

.157** 
(.013) 

.135** 
(.034) 

Age -.034 
(.021) 

-.019 
(.062) 

-.038 
(.026) 

.057 
(.048) 

% Black Students -.001 
(.003) 

.004 
(.005) 

.005 
(.004) 

.007 
(.004) 

Low Income -.005* 
(.004) 

-.040** 
(.013) 

-.006 
(.005) 

-.004 
(.011) 

% Black Teachers -.011# 
(.007) 

-.018# 
(.010) 

-.031** 
(.009) 

-.034** 
(.010) 

Female Principal -.045 
(.082) 

-.012 
(.188) 

-.063 
(.140) 

.309 
(.132) 

% Male Teachers -.003 
(.002) 

-.001 
(.006) 

.001 
(.004) 

.024** 
(.007) 

Public School -.136 
(.107) 

-.060 
(.307) 

-.093 
(.124) 

.010 
(.263) 

 

Cut Point 1 1.182 .653 1.462 .184 

Cut Point 2 2.230 1.523 2.510 1.098 

Cut Point 3 2.933 2.169 3.471 1.880 

Cut Point 4 3.59 2.945 4.230 2.649 

Cut Point 5 4.214 3.880 5.265 3.546 

Cut Point 6 4.758 4.858 6.093 4.355 

 

Log likelihood -1689.64 -579.96 -3067.63 -632.27 

Wald Chi-Square 162.11** 68.50** 271.60** 134.42** 

Pseudo R-square .05 .03 .05 .04 

N 3274 482 3858 685 

Notes: Coefficients are ordered logit coefficients; robust standard errors based on school-centered sampling are in parentheses. ** p < .01, * p < .05, # p < .10 in two-tailed tests. The 
data are from a 1994 study of Ohio schools (see Lab and Clark 1998). 

suggest that the impact of representation will be greatest 
when institutional supports are strong and when client 
need is high. 

Finally, our results shed light on the debate about 
whether or not increasing descriptive representation of one 
group had unintended negative effects on the group that 
loses representation. Some scholars argue that an increase 
in descriptive representation for a minority group will re-
sult in a loss for the majority group (see Lim, 2006) because 
it will lead to adverse outcomes for the majority group. 
Analysis by Putnam (2007) suggests that diversity in cities 
is associated with lower trust and lower political partic-
ipation and some research on the bureaucracy finds that 
non-minorities feel more negative about the bureaucracy 
when the descriptive representation of minorities increases 
(see also Andrews et al., 2005; Keiser et al., 2021; Theobald 

& Haider-Markel, 2009). In our analyses we find no evi-
dence of negative effects for the descriptive representation 
by race. Neither Non-Black boys or girls have greater like-
lihoods of being dissatisfied when they go to a school with 
more Black teachers. 

We find similar effects when looking at descriptive rep-
resentation by gender with one caveat. We find no evidence 
that girls’ have more negative attitudes in schools with 
more male teachers except for Black girls who are more 
likely to think punishment is too harsh. Given that girls 
are overwhelmingly positive about school discipline, this 
finding does not raise a great deal of concern. Although 
Putnam’s analysis is concerned with broader communities, 
insofar as we can think of students within a school as a 
community, our analysis does not find such negative effects 
of diversity. One thing that distinguishes our work from 
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those that find a negative effect (see Andrews et al., 2005; 
Theobald & Haider-Markel, 2009) is that the clients in our 
study interact with one another within the organization 
whereas the clients in those studies do not. Our findings are 
consistent with research on work groups in educational and 
business context (O’Reilly et al., 1997; Page, 2007; Webber 
& Donahue, 2001; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998; but see Pitts, 
2005), and perceptions of the gender composition of gov-
ernment committees (Baniamin & Jamil, 2021). Thus, and 
consistent with Rocha and Hawes (2009), we believe our re-
sults support the notion that diversity within bureaucra-
cies can improve client outcomes, without a negative side 

effect. Indeed, increased descriptive representation may in 
fact be a positive sum game. 
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