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ABSTRACT:

This paper assesses the goals, developmental process, contributions, and potential of the Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project.  Please see http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/valeg/.  This paper also provides an overview of a set of planned additions scheduled to be completed in the near future.

As its present website reveals, the Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project has been designed and constructed specifically for use in the classroom. The data and summary statistics at the core of this Project offer students and teachers a set of empirical indicators and measurements reflective of past and present politics and government in Virginia. These indicators and measurements, to be certain, do not represent or recognize every political or social development in Virginia since 1776. No set of statistics or cast of storytellers could ever dream to accomplish this heroic feat. This Project, however, invites students and teachers to view and to explore this database in two related ways: first, as one of several useful reference points for assessing government and politics today; and, second, as an opportunity to become more active, critical and inquisitive participants in the reconstruction and preservation of Virginia's political history.

The Database in the Classroom page on the Project's website contains a series of paper topics and discussion questions that students and teachers should find both challenging and helpful for thinking about the past and present conditions of representative government in Virginia, and also for considering the general attributes and historical development of democracy in the United States. Since 1776, the capacities of the national, state and local governments have changed in numerous and often dramatic ways. The composition of these governments--including the Virginia General Assembly and Virginia's U.S. House and U.S. Senate delegations--also has changed, as have many of the other defining characteristics associated with representative democracy in the United States: for example, the nature of political careers, the process of candidate recruitment and selection, campaigns and elections, the strengths and roles of political parties, the interest and participation rates of voters, and the content of legislative, judicial and administrative policies. The summary statistics page of this Project is designed to aid students and teachers in their examination of these changes.
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I. Introduction

Since Aristotle and his students first decided to explain the emergence of Athenian democracy by systematically compiling information on the constitutions of 158 Greek city-states, the value of data collection has been recognized for the study of politics and, more generally as Aristotle also demonstrated, for every science of the physical world.
  Given the subsequent importance of the empirical method for the discipline of political science, Aristotle’s closing statement in the Nicomachean Ethics is worthy of brief review because it precedes and anticipates his more extended examination in the Politics, in addition to our continuation of these original pursuits today.  “Now,” Aristotle’s famous conclusion begins: 
our predecessors have left the subject of legislation to us unexamined; it is perhaps best, therefore, that we should ourselves study it, and in general study the question of the constitution, in order to complete to the best of our ability our philosophy of human nature.  First, then, if anything has been said well in detail by earlier thinkers, let us try to review it; then in the light of the constitutions we have collected let us study what sorts of influence preserve and destroy states, and what sorts preserve or destroy the particular kinds of constitution, and to what causes it is due that some are well and others ill administered.  When these have been studied we shall perhaps be more likely to see with a comprehensive view, which constitution is best, and how each must be ordered, and what laws and customs it must use, if it is to be at its best. Let us make a beginning of our discussion.
 

Although clearly not the only way of knowing or of knowing the world, the process and outcome of data collection offer several desirable analytical benefits.  First, compiled data create independent and external reference points for human claims about the nature of the world.  Data collection, thus, promotes the common ideal that human knowledge constitutes something both distinct and more than human assertion or mere willfulness.  Second, compiled data create the potential to engage the basis and the inferences of others’ knowledge claims about the world.  Data collection, thus, possesses a potentially open-ended and public end because it makes possible the transfer, sharing, teaching as well as learning of knowledge.
  Third, compiled data preserve the foundation of present views of the world and they create the conditions by which these views will be extended, altered or abandoned when new data are compiled.  Data collection, thus, simultaneously prompts expectations for both the accumulation and the critical modification of bodies of knowledge.  Fourth, compiled data provide a basis for testing the validity of competing claims about the world.  Data collection, thus, establishes one of several possible standards for assessing and evaluating alternative descriptions and explanations of the world.  Fifth and finally, compiled data make possible the systematic identification of associations among measured attributes of the world.  Data collection, thus, offers a means for identifying not only complex or obscured general relationships in the world but also for assigning particular relationships—including causal ones--specific spatial and temporal locations.  

Given the analytical benefits associated directly with data collection, it is not surprising that the modern discipline of political science and the other social sciences have embraced Aristotle’s empirical method of accounting for things in the world.  This embrace, however, holds several ironies.  For example, although empirical-related thinking and methodological techniques pervade the social sciences, only a small number of political scientists invest in or regularly complete original data collection.  As a result, the bulk of the discipline relies upon data compiled by others—including many sources outside of the discipline.  

Other ironies also deserve noting.  Few political scientists—until relatively recently—have made their compiled data publicly available.  There are several historical  and contemporary causes of this disciplinary practice; but one of the more significant is the common view that the product of data collection is a private, rather than public, good.  The result—notwithstanding the U.S. Census Bureau and ICPSR collections—has been an enormous amount of uncirculated or permanently lost original data—especially, on state and local governments in the United  States.
          

A third and arguably the deepest irony associated with the discipline’s aversion to and pathological handling of original data collection is that it affects the way that political science is taught to and engaged by students in the classroom.  Political scientists, in brief, spend much of their time teaching in ways that do not reflect either individual research agendas or the discipline’s deep empirical commitments.  Students, therefore, miss exposure to not only how political scientists think about the world and why they find particular research questions worthy of exploration, they additionally miss exposure to a way of thinking and a method of discovery and analysis associated with the process of data collection.  It is the latter analytical deficit that seems more difficult to discount because it calls directly into question the purpose and value of undergraduate political science curricula—especially, those that provide students with limited technical or non-unique market-based skills.   

But is the divide between the data-dependent training and intellectual activities of the political scientist outside of the classroom and the political scientist as teacher in the classroom as necessary or productive as its prevalence would seem to indicate?  Clearly, in several instances, this divide reflects an efficient and natural allocation of time, talents, and resources.  The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project, however, provides one counterexample that suggests under some conditions—conditions that seemingly are nonunique and increasingly more prevalent--the teaching/research divide is artificial, unnecessary, and pedagogically counterproductive. 

The remainder of this paper describes the evolution of the Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project, and why it succeeded in overcoming previously prohibitive structural obstacles and several other important concerns that have limited classroom database construction in the past.  Given their historic and professional importance, this paper’s subsequent description of The Project will be advanced by the explicit identification here of these obstacles and concerns.  Among others, the most common structural obstacles to database construction have included financial, technological, and time commitment constraints, which made many database construction and analysis projects too costly and cumbersome to warrant a teacher’s commitment to introduce them into the classroom. Simply put, except under rare conditions in the past, database projects in the classroom made little practical sense given the high costs of computers and data storage, the limitations upon teacher and student time, and the high probability of failure due to student populations with little or no experience with computers, data entry or simple statistical analysis. Fortunately, the tremendous advances and integration of information technology in the United States over the past two decades make these previously significant structural obstacles far less important today.  Indeed, except under rare conditions, past obstacles to classroom database construction no longer exist as absolute barriers at American colleges and universities.            

In addition to the noted structural obstacles, ethical and pedagogical concerns likely also steered political scientists in the past away from introducing database construction projects into their classrooms.  The ethical concerns center upon the obvious problem of designing undergraduate classroom work for what—in the past and too often today—remain essentially the private ends of the individual teacher-researcher.  In the worst circumstances, student conscription into a classroom database project is as defensible as the creation of a pool of unpaid research assistants.  To be clear, therefore, in-class database construction projects remain ethically problematic when they lack a well-defined public end; when they lack a permanent, public acknowledgment of student contributions; and when students are not encouraged or are unable to exercise real opportunities to pursue independent or non-database related research topics.    

Even when structural obstacles and ethical concerns have been addressed, in-class database construction projects face the additional and equally as important pedagogical concern of identifying the intellectual value added from student participation in a particular project.  With few exceptions, the work of data entry in and of itself promises limited intellectual rewards for students, especially relative to other more conventional types of required student work.  As a consequence, justification of classroom database projects requires clear definition of a project’s analytical goals.  For interested students, these goals can take the form of a set of research questions defined, circulated and discussed prior to any commitment to data entry.  (For examples of the research questions associated with The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project, see the Appendix).  Definition of a set of research questions serves several purposes.  Foremost, they offer a means of raising and discussing relevant political questions that students can consider before voluntarily committing to a database project.  If the past three years of the Virginia Database Project provide an accurate indicator, many students will be intrigued by and willing to engage one of more research questions after recognizing they will be the first to collect and (eventually, after verification) to help publish the data required to answer a particular research question or set of questions.  Students also enjoy the additional benefit of knowing their final research papers contain the first answers based solidly upon the original empirical evidence they compiled during the semester.  

Student participation in new data collection projects also holds the promise of other unexpected pedagogical benefits.  For example, one student working on the Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project discovered a fascinating event when entering early twentieth century election data on Virginia’s U.S. House of Representatives delegation.  Rather than following the state constitutional requirement for single-member district elections, all of the state’s U.S. House races in 1932 occurred in a single, state-wide election.  After completing additional, independent newspaper research on this anomalous election, the student  decided to make this event the topic of his research paper.  
Two other pedagogical benefits also have been observed from specific database construction projects completed by small research groups.  As described in fuller detail below and illustrated in the instructional document  in the Appendix, a decentralized project model places greater responsibility directly upon students.  As a consequence, student groups are required first to assume responsibility for solving a series of inter- and intra-group coordination problems associated with the data entry required by their selected project.  After data entry has been completed, student groups then confront the significant but profitable difficulties of learning how to translate raw data—in its original EXCEL spreadsheet format—into a set of relatively simple but analytically useful summary statistics that can be used to answer their specific project’s research questions.  This latter experience will vary according to the experiences of each group’s constitution.  Occasionally, additional and individualized assistance will be required from other group members, a group leader, a teaching assistant, or the instructor; in the end, however, every small group member will become technically proficient in at least the method of creating and analyzing simple tables and graphs.  Notably, this research question-driven learning and application of methodological techniques offers a valuable counterexample and supplement to  conventional teaching techniques employed in most undergraduate quantitative methods courses.      

II. The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project 

In its present public form, The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project  provides the first web-based compilation of the more than 8,500 individuals who have served as Virginia Governor, State Delegate or State Senator from 1776 to 2001—see http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/valeg/.  These elected officials and their respective institutions have participated in, shaped and are responsible for important and enduring parts of past and present conditions in Virginia and the United States.  A record of these state elected officials, therefore, offers an appropriately public starting point for recognizing these individuals, their public careers and their personal and institutional contributions to the State and to American history. 

The Database consists of approximately 37,000 name-year records, with each record containing an individual’s discrete array of biographical and institutional information.  The size, scope and design of the Database yield numerous derivative benefits, including the capacity to generate a set of summary statistics that can be used to track and to analyze the institutions and practices of representative government within the State of Virginia from 1776 to the present. 

The State of Virginia is a special placeholder with regard to the development of representative government in the United States because its first legislative assembly was     elected and convened more than three hundred eighty years ago, in 1619.  The unique summary statistics generated from the Project database and available on the Project website run from 1776 to 2001.  Academic researchers, state and local historians and archivists, teachers, students and other inquisitive users will find these public statistics an especially useful resource for identifying, analyzing, and pondering historical, geographical, and institutional variations in Virginia politics across a range of indicators, including: 

1) Annual Virginia General Assembly turnover rates; or the number and percentage of newly elected members of the Virginia House of Delegates and Virginia State Senate; 

2) Annual and individual career-to-date state legislative and gubernatorial tenure rates; or the annual mean, median, and distributions of state service as Governor or Members of the Virginia General Assembly;

3) Annual state electoral district types and their numerical and percentage distributions in the Virginia House and Senate;

4) Annual electoral districts and their composite county and city jurisdictions;

5) Annual legislative leadership positions in the Virginia House and Senate; and

6) Annual party, gender, ethnicity and age characteristics of Virginia’s Governors and General Assembly members.  

The design and web delivery of the Database Project offer a series of opportunities for users to participate in the recovery and reconstruction of Virginia political history.  These opportunities will be extended with each future addition to the Project database.  Presently, users will find that they can query the Database according to several particular areas of interest.  For  example, individuals with interests in a specific General Assembly membership list or a specific individual or family name are able to retrieve requested information directly from the Project’s summary statistics page.  Students, teachers and academic researchers may be interested in isolating other types of information: for example, the names and number of women who have served in both the Virginia House of Delegates and the Virginia Senate, or the prior legislative experience of Virginia’s Governors.  A number of other research questions and projects are identified on the Project’s “The Database in the Classroom” page. 

The open-ended design of the Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project permits future extensions of the content, audiences and contributors to the database and the Project’s website.
  In addition to the types of updating required by the election of every new Governor and General Assembly member, the Database design permits the inclusion of other state elected officials--for example, U.S. Senators, U.S. Representatives, Lieutenant Governors, state judges, and state attorney generals—as well as the addition of new types of campaign, election and electoral district information.

Several planned database extensions of the Project’s website have been initiated and several are near completion—for a description, see the “New Research Areas” link on “The Database in the Classroom” page.  The most  imminent of the planned additions include the election results and campaign expenditures of every gubernatorial and state legislative election from 1969 to the present.  In addition to linking these electoral results with the individuals already included in the database, the names, gender, election results, campaign expenditures, and, when available, party affiliation and  race/ethnicity of every losing candidate also will become part of the Project’s public website.  As a result, the Project will extend its perspective beyond the service and careers of state elected officials to record various attributes of the electoral processes and candidate pools that precede and ultimately effect state elected service.  In the near future, individual state legislative and gubernatorial election results will be extended back to 1945—when the Virginia state board of elections first published official General Assembly election results—and possibly, after further inspection of the feasibility of retrieving additional records from the Virginia State Archives and one private collection, election results could be extended continuously back into the 1870s and from 1776 into the 1830s.  Beyond these planned additions, the Project has made noteworthy progress on the creation of a similar service and election results-based record of Virginia’s U.S. Representatives and Senators from 1789 to the present.  Upon completion, this record will be integrated into the Project’s website and summary statistics.      

The Origins and Classroom Development of The Project

The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project began as a series of discussions between the paper’s authors in the Fall of 2000.  One author, Charles Kromkowski, had an interest in integrating historical database construction into a scheduled spring 2001 course at the University of Virginia.  The second author, Mike Furlough, was director of the Geospatial and Statistical Data Center (GEOSTAT). Located in the University of Virginia Alderman Library, the Geostat Center serves the University community’s teaching and research needs by identifying, acquiring and providing assistance in the use of machine readable and web-accessible datasets for geographic and statistical analysis.  The Center’s main website can be visited at http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/valeg/.  The Center’s professional staff provides regular consultation on the availability, acquisition and application of data for analysis, mapping, and other GIS activities and it offers project support for University of Virginia faculty researchers engaged in advanced data and web-based data applications. 

In December 2000-January 2001, the paper’s authors, along with other Geostat and University personnel, identified several objectives for the original Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project.  The first objective was “the construction of a web-based list of Virginia governors, state delegates and state senators from 1776 to 2001.”  The second objective was “to use this database to generate a set of summary statistics” that could be used to complete student research papers on various research questions related to “the development of state-level government experience in the State of Virginia from 1776 to 2001.”  The third objective was “the design and construction of a Web-based data entry format that will facilitate the construction of this database and similar UVA research projects in the future.”  The Geostat Center assumed responsibility for the creation and maintenance of an online web-entry form that subsequently was used for student data entry in the Spring of 2001.  In consultation with Kromkowski, the Center also was responsible for the creation and publication of The Project’s online summary statistics.   Kromkowski and his research assistants were responsible for testing the online data entry form prototype developed by Geostat personnel; for student data entry instruction and supervision; and in conjunction with coordinated efforts by the Center, for data error evaluation and correction in the final database.

A timetable for completion of the original Project’s objectives also was defined.  Table 1 recreates this original timetable:
Table 1: Timetable for The Project (Spring 2001)

Project Task




Projected Completion/ (Data Entered)

Web Data Entry Form Design and Construction 
Jan. 22-Feb. 21, 2001

Creation of Student Data Entry Protocols

Feb. 12-19 

Small student data entry groups formed

Feb. 19-26

Web Form Testing and Revision


Feb. 21-23 (Governors, VA Senate 1776-1779)

Final Web Form Testing



Feb. 26-27 (VA House of Delegates , 1776-1779)

Data Entry Instruction lab



Feb. 28

1st Student Data Entry Wave


Feb. 28-March 9 (General Assembly: 1780-1815)

Data Entry Error Evaluation and Correction

March 12-16 (University Spring break)

1st Summary Statistics Produced


March 16-23 (1776-1815)

2nd Student Data Entry Wave


March 19-24 (1816-1851)


Database Error Evaluation and Correction

3rd Student Data Entry Wave


March. 26-31 (1852-1915)

Database Error Evaluation and Correction

March 31-April 7

4th Student Data Entry Wave


April 2-7 (1916-2001)

Database Error Evaluation and Correction

April 7-16

Final Database Correction



April 7-16 (Years: 1776-2001) 

Final Summary Statistics Produced and Published
April 16-17  (1776-2001)

Student Data Analysis



April 19-25

Student Research papers due


May 11, 2001  

Two additional Project co-sponsors, the Center on Politics at the University of Virginia and the University of Virginia Department of Politics, provided critical funding for several research assistants in the spring and summer of 2001. As the “Acknowledgments” page on The Project website notes, these research assistants provided valuable assistance that ensured the timely completion of The Project’s original classroom objectives.  

Table 2 provides an historical summary of the development of The Project after its initiation in the spring semester of 2001.  A number of small student groups subsequently have extended the substantive range of The Database Project in ways that have been publicly acknowledged but not yet fully incorporated into The Project website.
  In brief, these extensions include the election results and campaign expenditures for Virginia General Assembly and gubernatorial elections; the membership rolls of Virginia’s ten state conventions; and Virginia’s U.S. Congress delegations.  The Geostat Center continues to provide a permanent home and technical support for The Project, and remains actively engaged in its future development, including the planned incorporation of several new types of data and summary statistics.  

Table 2: History of the Virginia

State Elected Officials Database Project

One of the principal differences between the initial and subsequent extensions of The Project is that rather than using the original Geostat online data entry form, small student groups have been instructed by Kromkowski to complete data entry directly into pre-configured EXCEL spreadsheets.  This decentralized model of data entry offers several advantages over the initial highly centralized online format.  One of the more obvious advantages is that it has enabled Geostat personnel to dedicate their resources more directly to the longer-term maintenance of the Project as a permanent addition to the University of Virginia Library collection.  At present, the Geostat Center and Kromkowski are transforming the present database, its ongoing and planned extensions, its storage format, documentation, decision rules, and protocols into a more uniform, stand-alone project that will require only periodic maintenance and updating.              

From a pedagogical perspective, the decentralized model of data entry additionally permits students to see and to manipulate large portions of the database directly, including the work completed by previous UVA students and others.  From this experience, students are able to view immediately how their work during the semester will rely upon and contribute to a larger and long-term research project.  On several projects, student groups also gain the advantage of viewing the analysis completed by the previous year’s research groups.   These groups quickly learn how the addition of new data onto existing data often changes one’s analytical perspective and the issues that call out for greater focus.  The sequential compilation of Virginia General Assembly election returns clearly illustrates this phenomena, as the small research group responsible for entering data on the years 1989 to 2001 focused their attention upon legislative advances by Republican, women and African-American candidates, but a second research group responsible for entering data between 1977 and 1988 focused upon other issues: the simultaneous decline of electoral competition and Democratic seats in the General Assembly, electoral variations associated with district types, and differences between special and general election competitiveness.  This year, two small research groups are coordinating their efforts to extend General Assembly election results back to 1949—giving them the distinct advantage of seeing contemporary elections in light of a previous era dominated by one party control and unusually high rates of uncontested elections.          

III. Conclusions

In light of the deep and enduring commitments the discipline of political science has to empirical analysis, this paper offered several arguments and one counterexample against the traditional divide between how political scientists think about and analyze the world and what political scientists and political science students think and do in the classroom.  The paper contends that recent technological advances mean once common structural obstacles against classroom database construction no longer carry the force that they once did.  Additional ethical and pedagogical concerns also were discussed, but under specified conditions they too were not found to offer absolute bars to in-class database construction projects.  Indeed, there are clearly identifiable teaching benefits associated with these projects that are not fully met by the more conventional parts of contemporary political science curricula.   

A large question, however, remains: are the identified teaching, research, and public resource benefits associated with the development of The Virginia State Elected Officials Project transferable or reproducible in other classrooms and other projects?  The authors readily admit that no definitive answer to this question is presently possible, but they remain advocates of continued exploration, and of practical and ethical experimentation with the prospects and possibilities of additional in-class database construction projects.  The present form, ongoing work, and future potential of The Virginia State Elected Officials Project offer both positive and cautionary indicators of how these other projects might proceed.     

Table 2: History of The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project
	
	Number of Records/Variables 
	Original Data Entry Project (#)
	Existing Project Extensions
	Principal/New Variables
	# of Student Groups / Total # of Students
	# of Research Assistants
	Principal Analytical Concepts Studied in Student Papers


	Spring 2001
	~37,000 Name-Year records/17 variable fields 
	1a) Virginia General Assembly, 1776-2000
	
	New: Name, office, year of service, gender, party, district type, district jurisdictions,  biographical —especially, post 1945
	7/35
	5
	Legislative turnover, political tenure, career paths, legislative-executive relations, legislative leadership positions, minority representation

	Summer 2001


	
	
	1b) Virginia General Assembly, 1776-2001

* Data checking and error correction
	New: pre-1945 biographical: party, birthdates, ethnicity 
	
	1
	Age, party membership, ethnicity

	Fall 2001

	~700 Name-Year records (+ 125 election records)/40 variable fields
	2a) Virginia U.S. Congress, 1950-2000
	
	New: Name, year of service, office, party, district type, biographical, election results, election opponents
	1/3
	0
	Legislative turnover, tenure, state-federal career paths, party and electoral competition 

	Spring 2002
	1048 Name-Year records/17 variable fields
	3) Virginia State Conventions, 1776-1956


	
	New: Name, year of service, district, party affiliation, available biographical 
	1/4
	1
	State constitution making; legislative-executive leadership

	
	~1,500 Name-Year records (+750 election results records)/40 variable fields
	
	2b) Virginia U.S. Congress, 1900-1950

2c) Virginia U.S. Congress, 1850-1900
	Name, year of service, office, party, district type, biographical, election results, election opponents
	2/12
	
	Legislative turnover, tenure, state-federal career paths, party and electoral competition

	
	~1,500 Election records
	4a) Virginia General Assembly elections, 1975-2001
	
	New: Election results, election opponents
	2/9
	
	Party and electoral competition, voter turnout, gender/ethnic minority representation 

	Summer 2002
	
	
	* Data checking error correction
	
	
	2
	

	Spring 2003
	~800 Name Year records (+400 election results records)/40 variable fields
	
	2d) Virginia U.S. Congress, 1849-1830

2e) Virginia U.S. Congress, 1829-1810
	New: education, local governmental experience
	2/8
	0
	Local-state-federal career paths, turnover, tenure, party and electoral competition 

	
	~1200 Election results records
	
	4b) Virginia General Assembly elections, 1969-1960

4c) Virginia General Assembly elections, 1959-1949
	New: Incumbency status
	2/7
	
	Party and electoral competition, incumbency, open seat elections, voter turnout, gender/ethnic minority representation

	
	
	5) Virginia General Assembly campaign expenditures, 1975-2002
	
	New: Incumbency status; campaign expenditures
	2/9
	
	Spending levels, incumbency, electoral and party competition, open seat elections, gender/ethnic minority representation


� Of the only extant study of these individual constitutions, see Aristotle, The Athenian Constitution.


� Artistotle, Nicomachean Ethics, McKeon trans., X, 9: 1181b.


� For more on the benefits of data sharing and publication, see Gary King, “Replication, Replication,” PS: Political Science and Politics, 1995, XXVIII: 443-499.


� Three articles--each published in 1974--are exemplars of the ways in which political scientists and American political historians approached state-level historical research during the final quarter of the twentieth century.  In the first article, political scientist David Ray repeated the then familiar call for more basic historical research.  In particular, Ray observed that there had not yet been a “single, systematic attempt to identify historical trends in the turnover of state legislators.”  As a result, Ray turned to the legislative journals of three states to compile a private list of legislature members from 1893 to 1969.  Ray readily admitted that he selected these states and the time period based upon “data availability” and that his analysis was not “necessarily representative of other states.”  To facilitate his hand-tabulation of turnover rates, Ray halved his empirical research by examining every other newly elected state legislature during the seventy-four year period he studied.  Ray’s remarkable, although methodologically biased, analysis was published in the American Political Science Review (1974). In the second exemplar article, political scientist Alan Rosenthal began with a similar observation that “there has been little systematic inquiry into the rates of turnover in American legislatures and little effort to account for variations among the states.”  Rosenthal responded by compiling a 50-state list of state legislators from the alphabetized lists included in the Council of State Government’s annual directory.  Rosenthal, however, limited the scope of his private list-making and hand-tabulation of turnover rates to the five legislative sessions between 1963 and 1971.  Rosenthal published his findings in the American Journal of Political Science (1974).  American political historian Ronald Formisano wrote a third exemplar article and published it in the American Political Science Review in 1974.  Like his political science cohorts, Formisano recognized the need for deeper historical empirics at the state-level, sarcastically quipping that political scientists and American historians were “at the mercy of the Law of Available Data.”  Although Formisano’s research interests at the time centered upon the class of professional politicians that emerged during the Second Party System and a critique of prevailing conceptualizations of party, he offered a characterization of the research field shared by the two disciplines that ironically became emblematic of the way political scientists subsequently viewed state-level historical research. In particular, Formisano warned that “state legislatures before the Civil War are generally almost terra incognita to historians. Between the 1780s and 1830s, particularly, the historical landscape with respect to state legislative behavior is a great desert, and one to be approached with caution.”  Although only a sign and not a cause, Formisano’s warning was heeded by political scientists, but not by Formisano or other American political historians who subsequently discovered this “desert” in fact contained numerous and unexploited research oases.  


Although the works of American political historians over the past quarter century have sharpened our understanding of American political development at the state-level, the failure of political scientists to participate actively in the collection and critique of the state-level data grounding these works has had several unfortunate analytical and theoretical consequences.  Foremost of these consequences, the data collected by these historians typically has been confined to individual states and relatively brief time periods.  As a result, only a miniscule amount of the state-level political data collected by political historians (or political scientists) has been included within accessible longitudinal databases.  Not only, therefore, are many state and temporal comparisons and generalizations impossible or almost impossible to derive, but the historical data collected thus far has not always been stored in a format that would permit someone else to use the original data, to assess the sources of this data, or to replicate an analysis.  Regrettably, the utility and scientific value of most of the state-level data collected thus far has too often ended with the extraordinary personal efforts required to produce them in the first place.  To be sure, political scientists and historians have long practiced this individualistic and highly inefficient method of collecting, using and often discarding valuable state-level political data.  For example, the ICPSR’s “Partisan Division of American State Governments, 1834-1985” (Study #00016) offers no individual-level data on the party affiliation of state legislators, no historical documentation for its aggregated data, and its missing data cells (especially for its initial decades) apparently have never been supplemented or corroborated by the parallel research projects subsequently conducted by political historians or political scientists.  Similarly, Davis (1951) completed a massive effort to identify the occupational status of Massachusetts state legislators in every decennial state legislature from 1790 to 1950, but he failed to record this biographical data with the names of individual legislators.  See also Main (1967, 1970); Pole (1966); and Rice (1928) who collected individual electoral tallies of New Jersey Assembly candidates from 1877 to 1924 but published only the aggregate party vote totals.             


The nearly wholesale failure of the discipline of political science to produce a documented, multi-user empirical profile of individual, institutional and environmental characteristics for each state, especially prior to 1930, is troublesome in several additional respects.  This failure, for example, bars scholars of political careerism from observing and describing the commonly recognized origins of most national-level careers.  Secondly, this failure overlooks the historical fact that prior to 1932, and arguably in many policy areas until much later, state governments and state legislatures clearly were the most important political actors in the United States.  As a result, scholars today not only are denied comparative reference points for assessing recent arguments and decisions concerning the devolution of authority to the states, but the absence of deeper and more accessible state-level data is an obstacle to assessing the full significance of the expansion of the size and authority of the national government after 1932.  Foremost, the absence of an extensive state-level empirical foundation has meant that political scientists stand on shaky ground when they propose or test theories that account for the multi-level (federal) nature of the American political system.  The discipline not surprisingly has avoided this trap by focusing almost exclusively upon national-level conditions, but the derivative consequence has been national-level descriptions and theories that have been detached—by default and not research design--from the verities of electoral legitimacy and collective authority that all acknowledge exist within American state governments.  


� The web-based format of The Project is an open invitation for other scholars, researchers and archivists to contribute complementary materials that illuminate other dimensions of Virginia history and politics—for example, biographical accounts of individual General Assembly members, narrative descriptions of the development of Virginia political parties, graphical histories of state redistricting plans, analytical histories of state budgets, Virginia statutory law or particular public policies, architectural histories of the General Assembly, or more complex statistical representations of the development of representative government in the state of Virginia. 


� Geostat Center personnel have extensive experience in managing and assisting data collection projects similar to The Virginia State Elected Officials Database Project.  For example, the Geostat Center has worked with the Virginia Center for Digital History on the NEH-funded and award-winning Valley of the Shadow Project--see http//Jefferson.village.virginia.edu/vshadow2.  In addition, Geostat has extensive experience in designing and maintaining large databases on the Web using MySQL, SAS, SPSS and STATA as data storage and retrieval engines.  The Center also has created the NSF-funded “United States Historical Census Data Browser.”  This browser gives both public and academic users the on-line power to explore, to reconfigure and to produce original and dramatic graphic representations of the data in ICPSR Study #00003 (Historical, Demographic, Economic, and Social Data: The United States, 1790-1970)--see http://fisher.lib.Virgina.EDU/census/.  





� A fourth Project objective also was identified: it called for the completion of “this Virginia database as a pilot project demonstration of the value and viability of a 50-state database.”





� In addition to the perennial demands of evaluating, correcting, and verifying student completed work before publishing this data on The Project website, several technical concerns have warranted a delay in the integration of student contributions from the Spring of 2002.       





