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power of education’’ (1980, 102). Analyzing large samples
from the 1972 Current Population Study, they showed
that while several attitudinal and demographic variables
influenced the likelihood of voting, the most influential
was education.

Since those early days, numerous studies have rein-
forced the strong relationship between educational
attainment and political participation (e.g., Miller, 1992;
Miller and Shanks, 1996; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993;
Verba et al., 1995). As Verba et al. summarize some 43
years after the publication of TAV, ‘‘educational attain-
ment is, in fact, the single most potent predictor of an
adult’s political activity’’ (2003, 13). This conclusion is
echoed in TAVR. TAVR showed that while only 51% of
those with a junior high education reported that they
had voted in the 2004 presidential election, 92% of the
college educated did so. They concluded that, ‘‘In more
ways than one, effective citizen participation depends on
the operation of the nation’s educational system. More-
over, education is the key ingredient of any relationship
between socioeconomic status and voting turnout’’
(Lewis-Beck et al., 2008, 102).

As foundational as this result has been, there have
been challenges to its validity. One prominent critique
contends that relative rather than absolute education
levels are most important (Nie et al., 1996; Tenn, 2005).
Because education is the key to success in the labor
force, the argument goes, one’s education is only
meaningful in a comparative sense. A related critique of
the conventional view is the apparent relationship
between education and turnout is in fact spurious.
Advocates of this theory assert that education is a proxy
for preadult characteristics that in fact affect participa-
tion levels (Kam and Palmer, 2008). At the same time,
several studies account for simultaneity and omitted
variables, showing that absolute levels of education do in
fact influence voter participation. Dee (2004), Milligan
et al. (2004), and Sondheimer (2006) all make careful
use of instrumental variables, but still find that educa-
tion increases turnout. While admitting that this debate
remains unsettled at the moment, there is a sizable body
of both historical studies and more sophisticated
contemporary analyses pointing to a robust relationship
between education and turnout.

The question of why the relationship exists is yet
another matter. The education–participation link has
spawned a larger literature than can be fuller appreciated
here. (For a review of the literature see Emler and Frazer,
1999). For brevity’s sake, I suggest that the myriad expla-
nations for the relationship boil down to three rough
categories. First, education provides people with skills to
make sense of the political world. Knowledge and critical
thinking skills facilitate greater understanding of politics,
which often demands more abstract thought than does
everyday activity (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996). Second, it
makes for easier navigation of voter registration require-
ments and other impediments to voting (Highton, 2004;
Powell, 1986; Timpone, 1998; Verba et al., 1995; Wolfinger
and Rosenstone, 1980). Third, classroom instruction and
the social networks in which higher educated people are
situated socialize a sense of civic duty and expose them to

elite recruitment efforts (Campbell et al., 1960; Rosenstone
and Hansen, 1993; Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980).

Without dwelling too much on these specific argu-
ments, it is clear that there are multiple pathways
through which formal education may influence the
likelihood of voting. While separating these mechanisms
from one another is a valuable enterprise, that is not my
intention. Here the focus is the strength of the rela-
tionship between education and turnout over time.
Although it would seem that this relationship is well
documented at the individual level, how that relation-
ship varied over time is not.

4. A new solution to Brody’s puzzle

There seems to be a contradiction between education’s
effects at the individual and aggregate levels. If education
explains individual turnout decisions, then an aggregate
increase in educational attainment in the electorate ought to
boost overall turnout levels. Realizing that turnout will vary
somewhat between elections due to factors specific to those
campaigns, logic suggests that the secular growth of educa-
tion documented in Fig. 1 would nonetheless have substan-
tial, long-term positive effects on voter participation.

Yet this clearly did not occur. As Fig. 2 displays the
familiar trend in presidential election turnout between
1952 and 2004. Voter participation has, if anything,
declined slightly in the postwar period. Setting aside the
moderate spikes in 1992 and 2004, overall turnout fell
somewhat. The relative stability of turnout in Fig. 2
contrasts dramatically with the growth of education levels
in Fig. 1.

It was precisely this inconsistency that led Brody (1978)
to identify thewell-known ‘‘puzzle of political participation
in America.’’ In his view, a breakdown in inferential logic
took place. Scholars already knew that (1) education
strongly predicts voter turnout and that (2) aggregate
education levels increased dramatically, yet it did not
follow that (3) voter turnout increased, even though
registration barriers also liberalized.

In the ensuing years scholars searched vigorously for
solutions to Brody’s puzzle. All agreed that increasing
education should increase turnout, but it did not. Logic
suggested that some other factors must be depressing
turnout at almost equal rate that educationwas elevating it.
Scholars identified many factors that exerted downward
pressure on voting participation. Among these were the
decline in party identification, the decrease in elite mobi-
lization, generational replacement of more participatory
cohorts with less participatory ones, a drop in church
attendance, declining efficacy, the growing popularity of
television and other technologies, geographic mobility, and
others (Abramson and Aldrich, 1982; Miller, 1992; Miller
and Shanks, 1996; Putnam, 2000; Rosenstone and Hansen,
1993; Shaffer, 1981; Teixeira, 1992).

Individually these explanations are quite plausible, but
together they are unsustainable. Each theory accounts for
the failure of turnout to rise too neatly. Each author is able
to marshal enough negative force in particular variables to
perfectly offset the positive effects of education. These
‘‘just so’’ arguments seem a bit too tidy to fully account for
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policy – were more challenging for unprepared voters.
The multiplication of issues and greater technicality of
many of the new policy debates could have made college
education more useful in digesting the expanding menu
of issues and making an electoral decision. Although the
electorate moved up the Levels of Conceptualization
ladder over the past 50 years (TAVR), the rise was not
steep or widespread enough to keep up with the new
demands put on voters. This demand-side explanation is
further challenged because education does not differen-
tiate the knowledgeable from the ignorant any better in
2004 than it did in 1960.

Fifth is the idea that avoiding politics got easier. As
Prior (2007) has argued, in the 1960s there were rela-
tively few media choices and exposure to the nightly
television news broadcast, which provided the basic
knowledge necessary to facilitate participation, was quite
expansive. The rise of cable television and later the
Internet allowed those without an inherent interest (and
I might add skills) in politics to seek out entertainment
rather than news media. Those who ‘‘dropped out’’ of
hard news consumption would have been dispropor-
tionately less educated, while those who took advantage
of the expanded news offerings on cable and elsewhere
were more likely to be college educated. As enticing as
this story is, it does not square with the fact that the
effects of education on knowledge are flat over time. An
obvious consequence of opting out of politics should be
lower levels of knowledge, especially when party control
changed in the mid-1990s.

Sixth, scholars ought to give more attention to the
evolution of the educational curriculum (Niemi and Junn,
1998). Not all college educations are equal. Although the
data are scarce on this point, it would seem plausible
that either high school civics curricula became less
mobilizing or college curricula became more so. While
the exact transition point is difficult to identify, about
a generation ago college became the stage at which
crucial skills, knowledge, networks, and socialization
were provided to encourage voter participation. Changes
in curriculum are tied to the changing composition of
postsecondary institutions in which students enrolled.
Galston (2004) and Niemi and Smith (2001) place the
blame on high school curricula. However, the timing of
the changes in these curricula, particularly their
improvement in the 1990s, does not fit neatly with the
patterns in turnout.

Future work should investigate further the differences
among colleges and universities. Political scientists
seldom acknowledge that the educational experience is
quite varied for students in different institutions,
although years of research in education policy has
demonstrated the importance of these differences (see
Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).5 To take two examples,
over the last 50 years a larger portion of college students

found themselves at public rather than private institu-
tions and the enrollment of women in college has risen
dramatically, passing that of men. While this line of
thinking needs more scrutiny, my results are challenging
because education does not show similar effects in the
realm of political knowledge as it does in political
behavior. It would have to be possible for curricular
changes to affect different forms of engagement
differentially.

The final mechanism has to do with residential
mobility. Over the 50 years between TAV and TAVR,
Americans became much more likely to move from one
community to another. Although the educated are
somewhat more likely to have moved recently, Squire
et al. (1987) suggest that people with college educations
are also less likely to be deterred by registration
requirements in their new communities. As they put it,
‘‘mobility accentuates the impact of education.on
turnout’’ (55). Since the educated are better able to
overcome registration requirements, greater mobility
might have expanded the participatory gap between the
more and less well educated. This hypothesis focuses on
the demand side of the equation, but its leverage comes
from being able to explain why turnout but not knowl-
edge shows dynamic effects.

8. Conclusion

In this paper I have offered a new solution to the
puzzle of political participation identified by Brody over
three decades ago. Rather than follow the literature in
a hunt for the factors that have offset the gains in
turnout predicted by rising levels of formal educational
attainment, I have suggested that the effects of educa-
tion on turnout are dynamic. I demonstrated that
education has become a more powerful predictor of civic
participation, discriminating more between voters and
nonvoters in the era of TAVR than it did in the era of
TAV. This was not true for political knowledge; education
was no better at identifying those who knew which
party controlled the House in the 2000s than it was in
the 1960s. While respondents with less than high school
education were always less participatory than those with
more education, beginning in the 1980 election it
appears that the college educated broke away from those
with only some college training. The civic value of
college education grew at that point and has remained
distinct from other educational levels ever since. Grant-
ing that the depressant effects of generational change,
the decline of mobilization, and weakening partisanship
have worked against education in explaining overall
turnout levels, the puzzle of participation is solved more
completely when one realizes that the gap between the
educational ‘‘haves’’ and ‘‘have nots’’ have grown over
time. Precisely why college and high school graduates
drifted apart civically over the past 50 years remains
a question for further inquiry, and I have provided
several explanatory mechanisms that deserve additional
attention.

5 An exception is Converse and Schuman’s (1970) study of attitudes
toward the Vietnam War. They found that graduates of large, high quality
institutions were most dovish while those from smaller colleges tended
to be more supportive of the war.
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