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Introduction  

FairVote: The Center for Voting and Democracy is a Maryland-based, national, non-partisan organization 

that works to promote fair, functional and representative democracy for voters. We write to express 

support for H.B. 176 to establish special elections for members of the Montgomery County Board of 

Education in the case of a vacancy, rather than allowing the board to appoint members to otherwise-

elected positions.  

Changing the practice from simply appointing interim school board members to holding a special election 

for the public is a small but significant step forward in our democracy. The Montgomery County Board of 

Education is an influential body within the county. The Board is charged with settings goals, establishing 

policies, and committing resources for more than 154,000 students. An elected body that represents the 

needs of hundreds of thousands of students, and their families, should be chosen by the voters. Holding a 

special election allows voters to vet candidates and decide for themselves who best serves the students 

and families of Montgomery County. The ability to take part in the selection of school board members 

encourages citizens to remain or become engaged with the work of this body. 

At the same time, we recognize that special elections carry unique, but surmountable challenges. Holding 

an election imposes significant costs on the county. And the abbreviated special election calendar and the 

lack of other races on the ballot often results in poor turnout, and a difficult campaign for candidates. In 

the face of these challenges, we recommend three key approaches to Montgomery County’s new special 

elections: 

1. The election should be conducted by mail when it cannot be feasibly combined with another 

calendared election; 

2. when conducted by mail, voters receiving a ballot should also receive a guide to the candidates, 

allowing them to make more informed choices; and 

3. to elect with majority support in a single election, rather than two, the election should be 

conducted by ranked choice voting. 

H.B. 176 allows for some of these recommendations already. The attached model legislative language 

proposes to amend H.B. 176 to allow for ranked choice voting. 

 

Special Elections for Montgomery County School Board Vacancies 

Currently, vacancies on the school board are filled by appointment by other school board members. The 

Montgomery County Delegation proposes to replace that practice with special elections to ensure that 

these positions are responsive to the county’s voters. 

To improve turnout and reduce administrative costs, the county proposes to conduct the special elections 

by mail when they cannot be feasibly combined with another calendared election. This is a good model 

for such elections, as it tends to reduce administrative burdens and improve turnout. It also provides a 

good opportunity for the county to enhance voter education. Special elections involve an abbreviated 

campaign schedule and a smaller base of voters, creating challenges for candidates to effectively 

campaign. By including a short voter guide with a paragraph of information on each candidate in the 



mailing, Montgomery County can allow voters to make more informed choices at minimal additional 

cost. 

Montgomery County also needs to decide whether it will hold a single special election or hold a 

nonpartisan special primary election followed by a special general election between the candidates who 

place first and second in the special primary election. Montgomery County council vacancies provide one 

model. They are filled by a special partisan primary election followed by a special general election. The 

primary election often features a competitive field, but the general election - between the party nominees - 

generally does not. 

The council vacancy elections do not provide a good model for school board vacancy elections. School 

board elections are nonpartisan, meaning that both the primary and general elections will usually be 

competitive. In that context, requiring two separate rounds of voting outside of the ordinary election 

calendar raises the costs of special elections considerably. Special elections also tend to have lower 

turnout than ordinary calendar elections, and this can be exacerbated by requiring voting to occur twice 

for the same vacancy. The alternative of holding only one round of election by omitting the primary 

election can result in a weak winner, as the larger field of candidates makes possible a win with a low 

plurality of votes. 

A single plurality election or a two-round election with a runoff would have significant tradeoffs, raising 

new issues. Using ranked choice voting in a single special election with no primary effectively resolves 

these issues.  

 

Ranked Choice Voting 

Ranked choice voting is a proven system used across the country and around the world to ensure more 

efficient and inclusive elections. The  

In a ranked choice voting election voters are able to rank candidates in order of preference. Each ballot 

counts as one vote for its highest ranked candidate. If no candidate wins immediately with a majority of 

those votes, then the weakest candidates are eliminated one by one. Any voter who selected a defeated 

candidate as a first choice will have their vote added to the totals of their next choice. This process 

continues until two candidates remain. The candidate with the majority of votes counting in that last 

round wins election. Eliminating the need for a primary decreases costs as well as voter fatigue while 

ensuring that the candidate elected has the broadest support from across the electorate.  

Recently Minneapolis, MN as well as Oakland, CA used ranked choice voting in open seat elections at all 

levels of city government with great success. Both elections featured large slates of candidates with no 

clear frontrunner, but both proceeded smoothly with voters successfully ranking their choices. Voters 

found the system easy to use and overwhelmingly prefer ranked choice voting to the former two round 

primary/general system. Election administration proceeded without any unexpected difficulties. Using 

ranked choice voting, voters were able to consider all of the candidates while only having to go to the 

polls once. 

Ranked choice voting has also been recommended by the Montgomery County Voter Turnout Task Force 

as well as the Montgomery County League of Women voters for all elected offices in the county. 

 

Conclusion 

The move to special elections rather than appointments for vacancies on the Montgomery County School 

Board will help to promote a body representative to its voters. To ensure that it is accomplished in the 

best and most administrable way feasible, we recommend the delegation consider adding the use of 

ranked choice voting to ensure that a strong winner can be elected in a single, higher-turnout election. 


