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Should Public Discussion of Political Science
Research Be Controlled? Why Interest Group
Recommendations on the Proper Procedures for
Reporting Research Should Be Treated
with Skepticism
Jay P. Greene, Manhattan Institute for Policy Research
Paul E. Peterson, Harvard University

I n 1989, distinguished sociologist
James Coleman, upon the receipt

of an award from the American So-
ciological Association's Section on
Sociology of Education, asked the
following question: "How can the
discipline . . . so structure itself that
it does not erect norms against re-
search that challenges the conven-
tional wisdom? Or more pointedly,
how can the discipline structure it-
self so as not to violate academic
freedom, as it has done in the
past?" (1989, 77; italics in original).
He reminded his listeners of two
occasions when he personally en-
countered threats to the conduct of
research on significant public issues.
The first took place in 1976 when
the head of the ASA attempted to
have him censured by the Associa-
tion for his research on white flight
from cities undergoing desegrega-
tion. The second occurred in 1981
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when he was harshly attacked upon
the release of research findings indi-
cating that students learned more in
private than in public schools.

Coleman pointed out that threats
to academic freedom are particularly
fierce when research challenges the
dominant consensus within the aca-
demic community. He drew the au-
dience's attention to the "extraordi-
narily strong propublic school
consensus, the consensus that pri-
vate schools were inegalitarian, and
that Catholic schools were both inef-
fective and inegalitarian. . . . It was
this . . . consensus against which the
[research] had to stand" (76-77).
Had Coleman been a political scien-
tist, he might also have mentioned
that the propublic school consensus
was reinforced by the assiduous ef-
forts of well-organized interest
groups.

One might think that such threats
to academic discussion are a rem-
nant of the agitation of the 1970s.
But efforts to pillory, marginalize,
and suppress the results of scholarly
research are hardly a thing of the
past. In an essay titled "They
Blinded Me with Political Science:
On the Use of Nonpeer-Reviewed
Research in Education Policy," pub-
lished in this journal, Edward Muir,
an associate in the research depart-
ment of the American Federation
of Teachers (AFT), objected to the
public presentation and discussion
of findings from papers that had
not appeared in peer-reviewed pub-

lications. "[Subsequent controver-
sies . . . reveal the perils of using
nonpeer-reviewed work," he argued
(1999, 762). "To present to the
general public research that has
not endured the scrutiny of peer
review,... while all the time calling
the work 'political science,' is a chal-
lenge to the very nature of our en-
terprise as a community of scholars
and citizens," he intoned. Elsewhere,
he invoked the moral imperative
that "We as social scientists must
find a way to insure that the integ-
rity of our discipline is maintained"
(763-64)..

In particular, Muir, using a partic-
ularly violent verb, objects to being
"blinded" by a paper on the Milwau-
kee school voucher program that we
presented at the 1996 Annual Meet-
ing of the American Political Sci-
ence Association (Greene, Peterson,
and Du 1996). Forty percent of his
essay is devoted to a discussion of
this paper, despite the fact that it
subsequently appeared in two peer-
reviewed publications (Greene,
Peterson, and Du 1998, 1999).

Given Muir's ethically motivated
opposition to the release of non-
peer-reviewed findings, it is of inter-
est to note that the AFT, Muir's
employer, regularly issues unre-
viewed research papers bearing on
issues of public policy. For example,
in 1997, the AFT released an ex-
tended research report that criti-
cized the school voucher program in
Cleveland (Murphy, Nelson, and
Rosenberg 1997).1 The report was
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issued without having appeared in a
peer-reviewed journal and was men-
tioned in the Los Angeles Times,
Cleveland Plain Dealer, Columbus
Dispatch and Education Week. Simi-
larly, in 1998, the
AFT released an
unvetted research
paper on the Edison
Project, a profit-
making firm that is
managing both char-
ter schools and pub-
lic schools under
contract with local
school boards (see
AFT 1998).2 Arti-
cles referring to the study appeared
in The New York Times, Education
Week, and the Denver Post. Muir
himself is a coauthor of still another
AFT research report issued without
peer review (Murphy et al. 1997).

Muir's rule may be said to be not
applicable to research reports issued
by interest groups, however. It might
be thought appropriate only, for re-
search prepared by political scien-
tists or other social scientists work-
ing at universities. But such an
application of the rule would give
interest groups the opportunity to
release research reports without fear
of prompt contradiction by scholars
not associated with interest groups.
Only after a prolonged period of
peer review could alternative infor-
mation be brought to bear on the
issue under policy discussion. The
net result would be to bias research
available to the public in favor of
well-established, vested interest
groups that can hire their own re-
search staff.3

In addition to overlooking AFT's
own practices, Muir carefully se-
lected the reports he chose to de-
monize, apparently in an effort to
serve the interests of the group for
which he works. Not only did he
focus his moral searchlight on re-
search identifying positive conse-
quences of school choice—a policy
AFT opposes—Muir also took some
pains to disguise the fact that re-
search he cited favorably was also
publicly released prior to peer re-
view. For example, he suggested that
our paper was the "first" nonpeer-
reviewed paper on school choice. He
then cited a 1999 article written by

A ban on the pub-
lic discussion of
nonpeer-reviewed
research . . . would
impede scientific
advancement.

University of Wisconsin political sci-
entist John Witte and pointedly
noted that this article had received
peer review. Muir conspicuously
failed to tell his readers that Witte

and his colleagues
had released six non-
reviewed papers on
the Milwaukee
voucher program
between 1991 and
1997.4 References to
their contents ap-
peared in The New
York Times, Los An-
geles Times, Milwau-
kee Journal-Sentinel,

USA Today, Education Week, at least
six other indexed newspapers, and in
a 1996 column written by former
AFT president, Albert Shanker—all
before any of the data had appeared
in a peer-reviewed publication. Rely-
ing upon nonpeer-reviewed research,
Witte testified before the Wisconsin
state legislature against a bill ex-
panding the Milwaukee voucher pro-
gram that was subsequently enacted.
Given Muir's opposition to the re-
lease of nonpeer-reviewed re-
search—quite specifically with re-
spect to the issue of school
choice—it is unclear how he could
have failed to mention such serious,
repeated "transgressions."

Muir could not simply have over-
looked Witte's work. Our 1996 pa-
per, the subject of Muir's complaint,
responds to Witte's nonpeer-
reviewed work. Furthermore, Muir
and his colleagues at the AFT dis-
cussed Witte's work at length in
their 1997 report (Murphy et al.
1997).

Nor is it clear—apart from its
subject matter—why Muir singles
out our APSA paper for extended
discussion.5 After all, AFT officials
have elsewhere affirmed that presen-
tation of a paper at APSA's Annual
Meeting itself constitutes peer re-
view. Albert Shanker, replying to an
inquiry about whether Witte's work
had been peer reviewed, wrote:
"Thank you for your letter asking
me to document my statement that
Professor John Witte's evaluation of
the Milwaukee voucher program has
been peer reviewed. A partial ac-
counting of the evidence includes
the following: paper presented at

the American Political Science
Association Annual Meeting, Chi-
cago, September, 1992. . . .""

Surely, not everyone would agree
with the AFT's apparently official
position on peer review. Regardless,
our paper—the one Muir says most
clearly violates his ethical norm—in
fact received considerably more peer
attention than many APSA conven-
tion papers. It was prepared with
the helpful advice of three particu-
larly eminent peers, statisticians
Frederick Mosteller and Donald
Rubin and sociologist Christopher
Jencks, whose assistance we ac-
knowledged. We were especially
grateful to Rubin, an expert in ran-
domized experiments (the methodol-
ogy employed in our study), for
reading our entire paper with great
care. Then, Witte was invited to
serve as a discussant on the panel at
which our paper was presented,
thereby giving the audience an op-
portunity to hear the full range of
opinions on the subject at hand. As
it turned out, Witte chose to exer-
cise his prerogative as a discussant
with considerable vigor, leaving the
audience under no false impression
that the scholarly community had
arrived at a consensus concerning
our findings.

But even if Muir has been highly
selective in the essays he has criti-
cized, has he not raised a general
point well worth considering?
Should not the political science pro-
fession attempt to monitor and con-
trol the distribution of papers until
they have been published in peer-
reviewed journals or books? To pose
the question is, of course, to answer
it. The system that Muir wishes to
put into place would formalize the
informal censorship about which
Coleman expressed grave concern in
his ASA address quoted at the be-
ginning of this paper.

Putting to one side questions of
academic freedom, consider the
practical problems Muir's suggestion
raises. Muir objected to the fact that
our paper was presented at the
APSA Annual Meeting in San Fran-
cisco. If Muir would ban our paper,
he would also, to be consistent, have
to ban all papers that had not been
subject to review. Should papers
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presented at APSA meetings first
survive peer review?

If the prospect of reviewing con-
vention papers is not daunting
enough, then consider the transfor-
mation that his proposed reform
would have on the dissemination of
information throughout the profes-
sion. Unlike those in the natural
sciences, social science publication
schedules are slow and ponderous.
To reach their audience in a more
timely fashion, scholars are attend-
ing conventions in ever greater num-
bers, emailing their papers to ever
more colleagues, and posting re-
search results on their web sites. A
rule such as Muir proposed, never
suitable for the social sciences,
would ban what is fast becoming a
universal practice.

But perhaps we could simplify the
control of public discussion by limit-
ing the ban to just those papers that
are of great public interest. Or,
more dangerously, to those that are
"controversial." Or maybe we could
restrict the distribution of research
papers to the scholarly community.
Of course, no matter what controls
were enacted, once entrepreneurial
reporters became convinced an em-
bargoed study had sufficient merit,
they would circulate the information
to interested readers, most likely
with an expose of the suppression
that had been occurring.

Quite apart from these practical
considerations, Muir's stated fear
that premature public access to so-
cial science research findings im-
properly shapes public discussion of
policy issues is quite unfounded. The
journalists for the elite print media,
who provide initial outlets for social
science research results, ordinarily
ask for rejoinders from those likely

to be dubious about the findings.
Not surprisingly, the AFT staff,
when asked for their views regarding
our research, have welcomed the
opportunity to respond. There does
not seem to be much danger that a
partially informed public will be de-
ceived about the degree of scholarly
or interest group consensus.

A ban on the public discussion of
nonpeer-reviewed research, more-
over, would impede scientific ad-
vancement. Consider Robert Put-
nam's essay on social capital,
"Bowling Alone." This treasure
trove of ideas, insights, and research
findings has circulated widely with-
out yet appearing in a peer-reviewed
publication.7 Admittedly, the essay
has generated controversy; so much,
in fact, that an issue of American
Prospect was largely devoted to
questioning one or another aspect of
the Putnam thesis (see Schudson
1996; Skocpol 1996; Vallely 1996).
Not a single critic, however, has yet
been moved to criticize Putnam for
not having his material published in
a peer-reviewed journal.

Similarly, Michael Lipsky's semi-
nal piece on "Street-Level Bureau-
cracy" circulated widely in nonre-
viewed form long before appearing
in print (see Lipsky 1969, 1980).
Does anyone think it a scandal that
most everyone in the relevant aca-
demic and policy communities had
read the paper before the book was
published? The same question ap-
plies to Frances Fox Piven's fabu-
lous analyses of the connections be-
tween urban disorder and welfare
policy, which bore, on their cover
sheets, the insistent invitation to
quote, cite, and distribute as fre-
quently and widely as possible. Her

papers were devoured by avid read-
ers and significantly shaped the wel-
fare debate long before they reached
the peer-reviewed light of day.8

Finally, peer review does not
eliminate controversy. If an impor-
tant, engaging study appears in the
American Political Science Review, it
is more likely to generate contro-
versy than resolve it. Even in the
natural sciences, peer review has
hardly stifled scientific controversy.
Consider the intense debate over
whether the universe is expanding,
contracting, or standing still. Or
whether human behavior is affecting
global temperature. Or whether the
health effects of second-hand smoke
are serious. Indeed, it is hard to
imagine science without controversy.

Peer review has its place in politi-
cal science and the social sciences
more generally. Although peer re-
view is slow, tedious and may have
the undesirable effect of giving pri-
ority to the familiar and acceptable
rather than the new and controver-
sial, essays carefully critiqued are
often improved. In any case, book
and journal editors need to have
some mechanism for sorting through
the thousands of papers, reports,
essays, and manuscripts that come
their way. Fortunately, any tendency
toward stultifying conformity is miti-
gated by the fact that the numbers
and range of journals now available
gives researchers many outlets for
their work.

Peer review has many benefits,
but it should not be exercised in
ways that will slow the exchange of
ideas or suppress research that of-
fends the sensibilities of the majori-
ty—or the interests of the well-orga-
nized.

Notes

1. For another assessment of the Cleveland
voucher program, see Greene, Howell, and
Peterson (1998).

2. For an assessment of this research re-
port, see Peterson (1998).

3. For example, the AFT critique of the
Edison project (AFT 1998) could not have
been promptly assessed (see Peterson 1998).

4. Witte and his colleagues issued the fol-
lowing reports prior to peer review: Witte
(1991, 1997); Witte, Bailey, and Thorn (1992,

1993); Witte et al. (1994); and Witte, Sterr,
and Thorn (1995). The Rouse study Muir
cited as contradicting our findings was also
said to be peer reviewed. In fact, it was origi-
nally issued prior to peer review. For the
nonreviewed version of this paper, see Rouse
(1996), which was referenced in the Milwau-
kee Journal-Sentinel and Education Week.
These observations should in no way be taken
as a criticism of Rouse or Witte. Had they
not issued these papers until after they had

been accepted for publication in a peer-re-
viewed journal, their research findings would
not have been available at a time when im-
portant policy decisions were being made.

5. At one point, Muir abandoned the topic
of peer review, his apparent theme, to offer a
series of criticisms of our study. He cited
Alex Molnar, a critic of school choice, as an
authority who has questioned the statistical
merits of our study, even though Molnar him-
self testified under oath that he does not "at-
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test to be an expert in statistics" {Jackson v.
Benson 1996, 196). Muir nonetheless treats
Molnar as an authority, reproducing Molnar's
observation that our "choice of statistical sig-
nificance test (a 1-tailed test and a .10 stan-
dard) affected [our] interpretation of the re-
sults" (1999, 762). In fact, we found that the
effect of attending a voucher school on the
performance on a standardized achievement
test for those students who had been in the
program for three or four years was 6.8 na-
tional percentile ranking points higher in
math and 4.9 points higher in reading than
the performance of students in the control

group, an effect that is substantively impor-
tant and statistically significant at the .05
level, using the one-tailed test that is appro-
priate when the expected effect is either null
or in one direction. The math result, more-
over, is significant at the .05 level whether
one uses a one-tailed or two-tailed test. Muir
wrote that Rouse's 1998 study contradicts our
finding that voucher students had higher
reading scores, but failed to acknowledge that
Rouse and we both found significant positive
effects of vouchers on math performance (see
Rouse 1998). In a nonpeer-reviewed paper
by Muir and his colleagues at the AFT, it is

expressly admitted that "Rouse essentially
replicated" our analysis (Murphy et al.
1997).

6. Letter from Albert Shanker to George
Mitchell, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, October 4,
1996. A copy of this letter is available from
the authors upon request.

7. The essay has been published in a vari-
ety of nonpeer-reviewed publications, how-
ever. See, for example, Putnam (1997).

8. Piven (1973), which had not received
peer review, is referenced in Peterson and
Greenstone (1973, 337).
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