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Social science as public philosophy, by breaking through the iron curtain between the social sciences and the 
humanities, becomes a form of social self-understanding or self-interpretation. . . . By probing the past as well 
as the present, by looking at “values” as much as at “facts,” such a social science is able to make connections 
that are not obvious and to ask difficult questions. (p. 301)

This perspective suggests more explicit concern with public policy implications when reporting research results. 
But it is important to remember that we all are capable of distorting our research and our interpretations of research 
results to correspond to our own value preferences. The temptation to see what we want to see is enormous, and 
research reports cannot be deemed acceptable unless they avoid this temptation.

Organize Social Action—Participatory Action Research

For the same reasons that value questions are traditionally set apart from the research process, many social sci-
entists consider the application of research a nonscientific concern. William Foote Whyte, whose Street Corner 
Society (1943) study you encountered in Chapter 8, has criticized this belief and proposed an alternative research 
and reporting strategy he calls participatory action research (PAR). Whyte (1991) argues that social scientists 
must get “out of the academic rut” and engage in applied research to develop better understanding of social phe-
nomena (p. 285).

In PAR, the researcher involves as active participants some members of the setting studied. Both the organiza-
tional members and the researcher are assumed to want to develop valid conclusions, to bring unique insights, and to 
desire change, but Whyte (1991) believed that these objectives were more likely to be obtained if the researcher collabo-
rated actively with the persons he or she studied. PAR can bring researchers into closer contact with participants in the 
research setting through groups that discuss and plan research steps and then take steps to implement research find-
ings. Stephen Kemmis and Robin McTaggart (2005) summarize the key features of PAR as “a spiral of self-reflecting 
cycles” involving

•	 planning a change,

•	 acting and observing the process and consequences of the change,

•	 reflecting on these processes and consequences,

•	 planning again, and

•	 acting and observing again.

In contrast with the formal reporting of results at the end of a 
research project, these cycles make research reporting an ongoing part of 
the research process.

Participatory action research (PAR)  Research in 
which the researcher involves some organizational 
members as active participants throughout the 
process of studying an organization; the goal is 
making changes in the organization

Case Study
Seeking Higher Education for Inmates

While prison populations in the United States have been significantly increasing, access to college programs within 
prisons has been essentially eliminated. Primarily because of the “tough on crime” policies of the 1990s, by 1995, only 
eight of the existing 350 college programs in prisons remained open nationwide (Torre & Fine, 2005). To remedy this 
situation, Torre and Fine became involved in PAR to facilitate a college and college-bound program at the Bedford 
Hills Correctional Facility (BHCF), a maximum-security women’s prison in New York. Michelle Fine was the prin-
cipal investigator in the study determining the effects of the program, along with four prisoner researchers and four 
researchers from the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. This PAR team asked several questions:  


