They Blinded Me with Political Science: On the
Use of Nonpeer Reviewed Research in

Education Policy
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On March 4, 1998, a story ap-
peared in Education Week
about research by Mark Schneider,
Paul Teske, and Christine Roch
(hercafter referred to as STR). It
summarized their research, which
claims that an innovative public
school choice program in District 4
in New York City is responsible for
raising student achievement (Walsh
1998). This followed a news story in
The New York Times (Hartcollis
1998). Some weeks later Paul Teske
presented the paper at the Midwest
Political Science Association. There
was a lively discussion of methodol-
ogy, and the panel ended.

These arc relatively mundane po-
litical science events, but the order
in which they come raises a trou-
bling issue that political scientists
need to ponder. STR’s results were
used to influence the policy debate
before they were reviewed by peers
either at an academic conference or
for publication in a refereed journal.

The primary issue raised by the
publication of their latest results in
The New York Times does not con-
cern the quality of the work, but the
appropriate use of unpublished so-
cial science research to affect politi-
cal debate.? This is generally not a
practice seen in the so-called harder
sciences. Instead, the leading jour-
nals, such as Nature and Science,
may make efforts to publicize results
that will have broader interest, and
science reporters scan the leading
journals for story idcas. Companies
might announce drug discoveries
but, before a product can be used
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on patients, it has to undergo FDA
review. While the announcement of
a new cancer treatment might affect
stock prices, it won’t affect patients
until the review procedures, which
are intrinsic to our concept of sci-
ence, are completed. This is not so
in political science, where results
can be announced to the press and
then put into practice by officials
without any further review. Since PS
is the journal for our professional
issues, it is the appropriate forum to
raise concerns about the practice of
providing the political debate with
fodder that has not been properly
tested.

Of course, STR are not the only
political scientists who have revealed
their findings to the world via the
editorial page or press releases.
They are not even the first political
scientists to do so on the issue of
school choice. On August 14, 1996,
Jay Greene and Paul Peterson pub-
lished “School Choice Data Rescued
from Bad Science” on the opinion
page of the Wall Street Journal. This
opinion piece is a summary of a pa-
per, coauthored with Jingtao Du
(the authors are hereafter referred
to as GPD), that was then presented
at the 1996 Annual Meeting of the
American Political Science Associa-
tion in San Francisco. GPD claimed
that this research indicates that
school voucher programs raise read-
ing and math scores and could be
used to “cut the gap between whites
and minorities by one half.” Given
that a voucher was assumed to result
in a savings to the public, this find-
ing made quite an impression on the
press and on policymakers.

The subsequent controversies over
the GPD voucher research further
reveal the perils of using nonpeer-
reviewed work. Other unpublished
research, by Alex Molnar in this
case, shows that GPD’s choice of
statistical significance test (a 1-tailed

test and a .10 standard) affected
their interpretation of the results.
Using the conventional two-tailed
test and a .05 standard, Molnar
(1998) found that the overwhelming
majority of GPD’s results were not
statistically significant. Voucher ad-
vocates have retorted that statistical
significance is not a cliff; opponents
like myself have noted that in this
case it appears to be a slippery
slope. Rouse (1998a; 1998b) and
Witte (1998) have each published
peer-reviewed articles contradicting
the claims GPD made for a reading
advantage for voucher students.
Their research also highlighted the
problems of attrition in the sample,
and pointed out that students from
some Milwaukee public schools out-
perform the voucher students in
reading and match them in math.
Further, Levin (1998) found that
schools participating in the voucher
program reccived as much as $500
more per comparable student than
the Milwaukee Public Schools, even
after public school spending on capi-
tal was taken into account. This re-
search calls GPD’s findings and the
resultant policy prescriptions into
question. All of this rebutting oc-
curred before a version of the GPD
study was actually published more
than two years later in a special edi-
tion of the journal Education and
Urban Society (1999).7

While questions have been raised
about the results, the impact of
GPD’s 1996 study on public debate
has been telling. It has had greater
effect than that of any piece pub-
lished in the American Political Sci-
ence Review at the same time. Be-
tween August 13 and August 26,
1996, there were more than thirty
reports concerning GPD’s findings
in newspapers across the country,
including The Washington Times and
The New York Times. For example,
an editorial in the Providence Jour-
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nal Bulletin, which was picked up by
at least one other paper, stated:
“Peterson and Greene did it right:
They compared students in the pilot
program with similarly situated
youngsters who had applied for the
voucher-choice program but had
been left out. . .. Officials in other
communities ought to keep a closc
watch on the Milwaukee cxperi-
ment” (“Maybe Vouchers” 1996).
Their work also received radio cov-
erage, particularly on Rush Lim-
baugh’s show, and Lamar Alexander
discussed the findings of this new
“Harvard Study” on The Newshour
with Jim Lehrer. Both Greene and
Peterson have subsequently testified
to Congress on this issue, and Peter-
son testified in the Wisconsin case
concerning the cxpansion of the
voucher program to parochial
schools. The state upheld the expan-
sion of the program, and the U.S.
Supreme Court has subsequently
refused to review the decision. Dur-
ing the election of 1998, the study
was cited in campaign literature jus-
titying a tuition tax credit ballot ini-
tiative in Colorado.

The popular press proved much
less enamored of the articles pub-
lished in the June 1996 issue of
APSR, which appearcd at about the
same time as the release of the
GPD report. A Nexus search on the
name of cach author of the 10 arti-
cles revealed that from June 1, 1996
to August 25, 1996, there was no
reference to this rescarch in any of
the newspapers in the databasc.
While this might be as much of a
reflection on the Review as on GPD,
it still is a telling point. Political sci-
entists have been working diligently
towards developing institutional
practices regarding the reservation
of space in journals for “controver-
sies” or updates on rescarch and
requirements concerning the provi-
sion of replication data scts with the
intent of enhancing the ability of the
discipline to police itself and to pro-
vide the most rigorous review possi-
ble. Appointment to the editorial
board of the APSR is one of the
greatest distinctions a political scien-
tist can attain; these persons are in
some sensc the gatckeepers of our
discipline’s integrity. Yet, one has to
wonder, given the attention paid to

research published in the Wall Street
Journal as opposed to the Review, if
we political scientists are guarding
the proper gate.

Early publication of nonpeer-re-
viewed research is motivated in part
by the hunt for grant money. Foun-
dations are often looking to have an
immediate impact on public debate.
The Century Fund, for example,
looks to fund research that yields
policy recommendations. STR’s re-
search was funded by the Manhattan
Institute, which supports school
choice. GPD were funded by the
Olin Foundation, which is pro-
voucher. Funders may place pres-
sure on rescarchers to publicize
their results, or they may be respon-
sible for generating the publicity
themselves. Researchers hoping to
build a longitudinal data set may
release preliminary results in order
to generate enthusiasm and funding
for further research, thus creating
compromises for both researchers
and for universities that may find
their good name is being rented for
use in political debate.

Unfortunately, the practice of us-
ing nonpeer-reviewed research is
endemic in education policy making.
Some education researchers advo-
cate bringing compelling research to
policymakers and practitioners as
quickly as possible in much the same
way that some health-care activists
call upon the FDA to make experi-
mental treatments more readily
available to patients. In this spirit,
the federal government’s primary
tool for disseminating educational
research, the ERIC database, will
catalogue just about any research,
and contains untold hundreds of
nonpeer-reviewed studies.

The result of this culture is an
unhappily large number of educa-
tional reforms that have been chal-
lenged as having little research and
data to support them. One analysis
of failed reforms that lacked ade-
quate research bases listed the open
classroom of the 1970s, multicultur-
alism, and wholesale inclusion of
special education students into regu-
lar classrooms (Baines 1997). An-
other result of this lack of rigor is
the promotion of programs that are
evaluated solely by their creators. A
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Government Accounting Office
study of five “promising” school
safety initiatives, for instance, in-
cluded one that was evaluated by
the contractor and another that was
evaluated by the city agency that
designed the program (GAO 1995).

In fact, an education labor-man-
agement coalition (including my em-
ployer, the American Federation of
Teachers) recently felt it necessary
to contract with the American Insti-
tutes of Research to construct a
framework for assessing the models
of schoolwide reform currently being
sold for use in America’s public and
private schools. This was done in an
effort to fill the gap caused by the
lack of proper standards for review
of educational research by the aca-
demic and policy communities. The
framework rates the evaluative sup-
port for 24 widely used programs on
the basis of criteria such as scope,
objectivity of measurement instru-
ments, construct validity, internal
validity, sample bias, use of appro-
priate statistical technique, and cx-
ternal validity, in order to create a
methodological validity rating. Out
of the two dozen programs exam-
ined, only three had both an ade-
quate research base and strong cvi-
dence of success. These arc in use in
2,200 schools nationwide. Over 6,000
other schools are using the 21 pro-
grams with either less rigorous re-
search bases or with limited evi-
dence of success (Herman 1999).+
Of the 116 studies evaluated by the
AIR, many of which have been used
by advocates to sell their programs,
66 were done by developers and
only 33 of the 116 studies had been
published in a peer-reviewed aca-
demic journal.

This is an example of low stan-
dards for review that political scien-
tists should not be seeking to emu-
late. However, authors cannot and
should not be restrained from par-
ticipating in the public sphere. In-
deed, authors should be encouraged
to make their research understand-
able to a broader public. The dutics
implicit in being a social scientist do
not abrogate the rights or duties of
citizenship. Furthermore, there is
little that the APSA can do to en-
force scientific norms. Having said
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that, we as social scientists must find
a way to insurc that the integrity of
our discipline is maintained. Perhaps
our best tool is moral suasion.

It is now scveral decades since
Karl Popper first warned, in The
Poverty of Historicism, against using
the trappings of science as totems
of competence in political debate.
Popper saw this as the creation of
pscudoscience, which could be put

Notes

1. The views expressed in this article are
those of the author and not of the American
Federation of Teachers.

2. In fact, STR and other coauthors have
already used versions of this data to publish
studies in major journals. These include
Schneider, Teske, Marschall, Mintrom, and
Roch (1997), Schneider, Marschall, Teske,
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