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Introduction

Validity—generally defined as the trustworthiness of inferences
drawn from data—has always been a concern in educational research.
Questions about validity historically arose in the context of experimen-
talist research and, accordingly, so did their answers. The emergence
of nonexperimental, so-called “qualitative,” methods in educational
research over the past two decades, however, poses new questions. In
particular, should experimentalist conceptions be applied to alterna-
tive research designs? If so, how? If not, what conceptions should be
applied instead?

These are the kinds of questions we entertain in this paper. We
begin with the conventional conception of validity as defined by
Campbell and Stanley in the early 1960s and used by a generation of
educational researchers working in the 1960s and 1970s. Next, we
discuss several kinds of alternative conceptions that grew out of and
responded to the special features of qualitative research as used in
education. With these alternative conceptions of validity as our point
of departure, we then develop our own position. A crucial feature of the
position we develop is our distinction between general and design-
specific standards of validity. The import of this distinction will be-
come clear as the paper unfolds. Its basic thrust is that all educational
research is subject to the same general criteria of validity even though
quite distinct and specialized criteria are required to conduct and
evaluate specific kinds of research studies. We end the paper with a
discussion of how general validity and design-specific instances fit
together.

The Conventional Approach

Conventional conceptions of validity in educational research de-
rive most directly from Campbell and Stanley (1963).! Focusing on
experimental and quasi-experimental designs, they divided validity
into two kinds, internal and external. Internal validity, referred to as
the sine qua non of good experimental design, pertains to the credibil-
ity of inferences that experimental treatments (factors) cause effects
under certain well-defined circumstances. To meet the requirements
of internal validity, other factors that reside in the way the study was
conducted (i.e., “internal” to the design of the study) and that may have
caused the effect must be ruled out. External validity pertains to gener-
alizing the effects observed under experimental conditions to other
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populations and contexts. To meet the requirements of external valid-
ity (or to define its limits), factors that limit the study’s application to
other situations—factors such as the characteristics of the people, set-
tings, or variables investigated (i.e., that are “external” to the conduct
of the study)-—must be ruled out.

Campbell and Stanley’s basic approach was thus to require evi-
dence that each type of validity has been met or approached. In the
case of internal validity, the researcher must show that various
“threats” (to be described later) that might affect the interpretation of
results are controlled for in the research design. For external validity,
the researcher must show that the characteristics of the people, set-
tings, and variables that define the experimental conditions are un-
likely to matter when the treatment is applied to other targeted popula-
tions and situations. It should be noted that despite Campbell and
Stanley’s claim that internal validity is the sine qua non of good re-
search design, they emphasized the importance of external validity,
particularly for educational research. According to them, because of
the practical nature of educational research, “generalizations to ap-
plied settings of known character is the desideratum” (Campbell and
Stanley, 1963:5).

As we indicated earlier, the emergence and subsequently ac-
knowledged legitimacy of alternative, so-called qualitative, methods
in educational research over the past two decades posed a challenge to
the conventional conception of validity. Questions were raised about
the appropriateness of using the conventional conception as a guide or
standard for qualitative research. Some suggested that the conven-
tional approach is epistemologically unsuited to be a general standard
for most educational research. Others wondered, “If not this standard,
then what?” There have been three major responses to this challenge:
adaptations of the conventional approach, alternatives to the conven-
tional approach, and eclecticism.

Adaptations of the Conventional Approach

Norman Denzin, a sociologist and author of The Research Act:
A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods, a textbook now
in its third edition (1970, 1978, 1989), is frequently cited in papers
about qualitative educational research. Denzin’s book is devoted
to descriptions and comparisons of research designs—Denzin calls
them “methodologies”—commonly used by sociologists (specifically
symbolic interactionists). In the 1989 edition, Denzin compared
seven methodologies: experiments, surveys, participant observations,
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unobtrusive methods (techniques used by a researcher who is physi-
cally removed from the events being studied), life histories interview-
ing, and filming. ’

Validity is a basis for Denzin’s comparison of these research meth-
odologies. He relied on Campbell’s (1963a,b) list of eight factors that
threaten internal validity and four factors that threaten external valid-
ity as criteria for assessing the methodologies. The eight threats to
internal validity are historical events occurring between measure-
ments, maturation of subjects between measurements, subject selec-
tion effects on results, interaction of maturation and selection effects
on results, loss of subjects, testing effects, changes in instrumentation
and statistical regression toward the mean of groups originally choser;
for their extreme scores. The four threats to external validity are differ-
ences in likely response to testing (reactive effects of testing), differ-
ences in likely response to treatment (reactive effects of experiment)
multiple treatment interference, and subject selection efffects on ap-’
plications. With only minor alterations to his definitions of the threats
Denzin compares each of the seven methodologies in terms of theh:
ability to minimize the 12 threats.

Denzin explained, however, that minimizing the threats is not
addressed in the same way in each research design. Threats may be
approached experimentally, in which case the researcher can manipu-
late subjects, variables, and conditions, and threats can be controlled
through this manipulation. When such direct manipulation is not pos-
sible, threats may be treated with multivariate analysis, whereby the
researcher uses statistical manipulations to approximate the controls
possible in a true experiment. In both experiments and multivariate
analysis, causal inferences are accepted as valid when the probability
that observed correlations are spurious or accidental is very low. A
third and quite different approach to handling threats to validity is
analytic induction. Using this approach, the researcher aims to identify
directly time order, covariance, and other threats. This approach is
used in the most qualitative of the designs Denzin discusses—
participant observation and life history. Analytic induction requires
that a researcher consider every piece of data before inferring
causality. Support for (read: the validity of ) the inferences advanced is
strengthened by demonstrations that researchers have searched for
data expected to severely test or negate inferences and that the re-
searchers’ emerging inferences accommodate, explain, or account for
the variations discovered.

Denzin showed that each design has strengths and weaknesses
with respect to minimizing threats, and he found experiments and
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participant observation especially strong overall (see the table on p. 30,
1989 edition). Because designs differ as to which threats they address
most strongly, Denzin argued that when experimental and nonex-
perimental designs are compared, threat-by-threat, they tend to com-
pensate for one another’s weaknesses. Because different designs are
more or less vulnerable to different threats, Denzin claimed (as did
Campbell) that the most valid studies are those that rely on several
research designs, thus reducing threats in as many strong ways as
possible.

Judith Goetz and Margaret LeCompte, an educational anthropolo-
gist and an educational sociologist, respectively, adopted a strategy
similar to Denzin’s in their discussion of ethnographic analogues for
Campbell and Stanley’s internal and external validity. In their book,
Ethnography and Qualitative Design in Educational Research (1984),
they outlined threats to internal and external validity following
Campbell and Stanley and illustrated ways of dealing with these
threats within the context of ethnographic design (see especially
pp. 220-232).

Like Campbell and Stanley [and also following Hansen (1979) and
Pelto and Pelto (1978)], Goetz and LeCompte (1984) wrote:

Establishing validity requires (1) determining the extent to which
conclusions effectively represent empirical reality and (2) assessing
whether constructs devised by researchers represent or measure the
categories of human experience that occur. . . . Internal validity refers
to the extent to which scientific observations and measurements are
authentic representations of some reality; external validity refers to the
degree to which such representations can be compared legitimately
across groups [italics in originall. (p. 210}

Goetz and LeCompte imply that the spirit of Campbell and Stan-
ley’s threats can be translated into terms applicable to nonexperimen-
tal designs like ethnographies. For example, they suggest that the
internal validity of ethnographic studies can be addressed in part by
adopting procedures that increase the likelihood that an authentic
picture of the participants’ reality is elicited. Thus, the internal validity
of ethnographic research is judged to be strong when researchers
spend long periods of time in the field so as to get to know participants,
their views, and situations; when the researchers’ actions and inter-
views are conducted in the idiom of participants; and when the re-
searcher is directly involved in the lives of those being studied. Goetz
and LeCompte’s approach to external validity is the same. They sug-
gest, for example, that careful and extensive descriptions of the
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settings and people being studied, of the social conditions of study
and of the constructs being used give other researchers the information,
necessary to assess the typicality of a situation, to identify appropriate
comparison groups and translation issues, and thereby to meet the
requirements of external validity in the context of ethnographic re-
search (see also Eisenhart, 1988).

Relying on Cook and Campbell (1979), Goetz and LeCompte also
transiate a third kind of conventional validity: construct validity, or the
extent to which abstract ideas (“constructs”) used in research ss,tudies
(e.g., self-esteem, culture) match the empirical evidence used to indi-
cate or measure the abstraction. Although construct validity has con-
vention?lly been used to assess the correspondence of test constructs
to test items, Goetz and LeCompte (1984:225) argue that construct
validity can be straightforwardly translated into ethnographic research
practice when ethnographers demonstrate that the categories they are
using are meaningful to participants or reflect the way participants
actually experience reality.

Qoetz and LeCompte also include in their discussion more global
considerations that figure into the determination that an ethnographic
study is valid. (Their global considerations foreshadow our general
standards of validity.) They stress, for example, that the theoretical
orientation guiding the research project—in their case, the structural—
functional perspective of cultural anthropology—influences the way
the general meaning of validity is translated into a research design, the
factors that threaten validity, and the means of minimizing ;uch
threats. They emphasize that because the primary criterion for selec-
tion of a research design must be whether the design allows the re-
searcher to address the research questions posed, the answer to this
question may lead to an amalgamation of two or more of what they call
the “ideal-typical abstractions” (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984:47—48) of
research designs such as those set forth by Denzin.2 Furthermore, they
add to their list of attributes of a good study: completeness (doés the
report of the study contain all the elements considered necessary for a
research report of this kind?), appropriateness (are the approach and
design used effective and suitable for the research questions posed?)
clarity (is it easy and straightforward to figure out what the study.is’
about and why it is approached and designed in the way it is?), com-
prehensiveness (is the scope of the study large enough to aédress
convincingly the questions posed?), credibility (are the conduct and
results of the study believable?), and significance (does the study make
an important contribution?) (pp. 233-245).

In summary, Goetz and LeCompte’s adaptation of the conven-
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tional conception of validity entails a translation of the tenets of the
conventional approach into criteria that make sense for ethnographic
design. They also add more global considerations to their criteria for
determining a study’s validity. Their basic approach—to translate the
conventional meanings of validity into ethnographic terms—differs
from Denzin’s approach, which is to consider how various designs,
when used together, meet the requirements of the conventional ap-
proach. Yet both adapt Campbell and Stanley’s definitions of internal
and external validity so as to encompass nonexperimental as well as
experimental research designs. i

Alternatives to the Conventional Conception

A second response to the challenge posed by the emergence of
alternative research methods is deep skepticism toward (e.g., Erick-
son, 1986) or outright rejection of (e.g., Lincoln and Guba, 1985; and,
for different reasons, Roman, 1989) the notion that the conventional
conception of validity may be fruitfully applied to alternative
methods.® The ultimate basis for these more radical forms of diver-
gence from the conventional conception is to be found in the various
facets of the positivist—interpretivist—criticalist controversy, a discus-
sion of which is beyond the scope of this paper (but see e.g., Bredo
and Feinberg, 1982; Howe, 1985, 1988; Howe and Eisenhart, 1990;
Roman, 1989; Roman and Apple, 1990). For present purposes, it is
sufficient to note the emphasis that our frst two exemplars of this more
radical form of divergence—Erickson (1986) and Lincoln and Guba
(1985)—place on the so-called “insider’s perspective” and the empha-
sis that Roman (1989) places on exposing and transforming the power
relations constituting research practice.

According to Erickson, the “basic validity criterion” of alternative
methods is “the immediate and local meanings of actions, as defined
from the actors’ point of view [italics in original]” (Erickson,
1986:119). This criterion applies to the audience as well as the subjects
of research.

Erickson discusses many of the same issues as Goetz and Le-
Compte, but in a way more commonly used for discussing literature. In
Erickson’s view, the crucial piece of “ethnographic validity” is the
way the “story” is told and evidence for its authenticity provided [see
also Van Maanen (1988) who argues for more “parrative ingenuity” in
the way ethnogaphic accounts are written]. Erickson (1986) points out
that the presentation of text-based data, most often in some kind of
story form, has rhetorical, analytic, and evidentiary functions:
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The [story] persuades the reader that things were in the setting as the
author claims they were, because the sense of immediate presence
captures the reader’s attention, and because the concrete particulars of
the events reported in the [story] instantiate the general analytic
copcepts (patterns of culture and social crganization) the author is
using to organize the research report. . . . In sum, richness of detail
fn‘and of itself does not make a [story] ethnographically valid. Rather
itis the combination of richness and interpretive perspective that ’
makes the account valid. Such a valid account is not simply a
description; it is an analysis., Within the details of the story, selected
carefully, is contained a statement of a theory oforganizati(;n and
meaning of the events described. {p. 150)

Erickson also emphasizes the need to meet criteria of quality with
refe.rence to how the results will be understood and used by various
alxdlences. In his version of validity, concerns about clarity, appro-
priateness, and so forth take on the added burden of bein,g clear
appropriate, and useful to potential audiences [e.g., teachers (see espe-’
cnally'Enckson, 1986:153-156) 1. This is a point we will return to later

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have taken a more extreme position wit};
regard to standards for nonexperimental educational research designs
Bec’:}use of the special character of what they call “naturalistic stud;
ies, they advocate developing an entirely different set of standards by
which to judge the soundness of naturalistic research. In their view
the two prime directives of naturalistic research, or “inquiry,” are tha;
the researcher does not influence or manipulate (or does so, to a ver
limited degree) the conditions of study and that the researcher impose)s]
no a prmri categories on the results of the study (p. 8). They view
naturalistic research as an “alternative research paradigm,” an ap-
proach with a distinctly different ontological and epistemolog’ical basis
frpm that underlying experimental research. As such, they propose that
distinctly different research designs and different standards for valid-
ity must be used when conducting naturalistic research.

To refer to the overall quality of a piece of research, Lincoln and
‘(‘luba (1985) use the term “trustworthiness” of research. They write
. The basic issue in relation to trustworthiness is simple: How can ar;
mqu%rer persuade his or her audiences . . . that the findings of an
inquiry are worth paying attention to, worth taking account of? What
arguments can be mounted, what criteria invoked, what questions
asked, that would be persuasive on this issue?” (p. 290).

Interestingly, despite the different labels and their contention that
the different paradigm of naturalistic inquiry demands that standards
be developed specifically for it, Lincoln and Guba begin their discus-
sion with standards that are close analogues to those of Campbell and
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Stanley. In particular, they list four kinds of trustworthiness, two of
which, “truth value” and “applicability,” are analogous to internal
validity and external validity, respectively. Truth value refers to the
accuracy (or “truth”) of the findings for those beings studied. Applica-
bilitv refers to the likelihood that the findings will pertain to other
groups in other situations. The other two kinds of trustworthiness are
consistency (or reliability in experimentalist terminology) and neutral-
ity (or objectivity). Lincoln and Guba argue that all inquirers are con-
cerned about these general standards of trustworthiness, but the mean-
ing of each standard, the nature of threats, and the means of minimizing
them will be distinctly different within experimental (what they call
“positivist”) and naturalist paradigms. Thus, each paradigm will need
its own ways to handle the threats.

Lincoln and Guba argue that naturalistic inquiry is fundamentally
not about determining causes and, thus, that it is inappropriate to
pursue truth value (internal validity) by demonstrating that causes and
their effects have been isolated. They propose that the analogous
standard for naturalistic inquiry—where the major aim is to reconstruct
the perspectives of those being studied—is the demonstration that the
researcher’s interpretations of data (the findings) are credible to those
who provided the data. Meeting this standard has two parts: first,
carrying out research in such a way as to increase the chances that
respondent categories rather than researcher categories will dominate
the findings and, second, having respondents approve the researchers’
interpretations (Lincoln and Guba, 1985:296). Specific “techniques”
for meeting the standard of credibility are described by Lincoln and
Guba (1985:301-316). These techniques are examples, meant to illus-
trate ways in which the naturalist’s special form of validity may be
operationalized. They include techniques for prolonged involvement
with those being studied, techniques for systematically considering
many sources of data, techniques for obtaining and analyzing data so as
to be able to consider them from different angles and perspectives,
techniques for refining working assertions or themes pertaining to the
data, and techniques for respondents’ review of researchers’ findings.

Lincoln and Guba argue that the experimentalist’s procedures for
external validity—assuring the representativeness of treatment condi-
tions to application conditions, particularly through randomization—
prime facie do not apply to naturalistic inquiry. They believe that
naturalistic inquirers are responsible only for clearly and comprehen-
sively describing the contextual conditions of their studies. They argue
that the establishment of external validity in naturalistic inguiry is an
empirical matter and must be determined by those who wish to apply
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the findings somewhere else. Potential audiences for research findings
must themselves determine whether the context in which they are
interested is sufficiently similar to the context from which research
findings derive to make their transfer possible and reasonable (Lincoln
and Guba, 1985:298). Because the determination of external validity is
made by potential users, no techniques are provided by Lincoln and
Guba to meet this standard (see p. 316). Rather, they contend that the
researcher is obligated to provide the “data base” or “thick descrip-
tions” necessary to make judgments about application possible.
Leslie Roman has taken a very different extreme position on the
validity of nonexperimental research (Roman, 1989; Roman and Apple,
1990). From her perspective as a feminist materialist, she contends that
both experimental and naturalistic researchers have incorrectly as-
sumed that they could achieve validity primarily by limiting the re-
searcher’s involvement (“subjectivity” or “bias”} in the collection,
analysis, and reporting of data. Experimentalists use various proce-
dures, such as random assignment, double-blind controls, and statisti-
cal manipulations in an attempt to limit the researcher’s influence and
to constrain the generalizations drawn from specific results; naturalis-
tic researchers attempt to hold their own views in abeyance to permit
the emergence of the insiders’ perspective and the inductive develop-
ment of theory to explain and extend the results from a specific case or
group. Drawing on a criticalist approach to educational research (see
also Anderson, 1989), Roman argues that experimental and naturalistic
researchers do not question the ways in which power relations of the
wider society are perpetuated in research practice. Neither group takes
seriously the possibility that research constructs, procedures, and re-
sults (be they in the form of variables or people’s conscious models)
sustain historically specific power relations and material interests.
From the alternative perspective of the criticalist, control over who to
study, what to study, how to conduct the study, and the relationship. of
the researcher to participants or subjects is always worked out in terms
of the power relations governing the wider society, unless steps are
taken to ensure that research studies are democratically designed and
results are democratically produced. Democratization of educational
research is the goal of critical education research (see also Lather,
1986). From Roman’s standpoint as a feminist materialist (within the
criticalist tradition), she argues that valid research must use a method-
ology that (1) resonates with the lived experiences of the group being
researched, (2) enables members of the group to comprehend and
transform their experiences of subordination, (3) reduces the divide
between the researcher’s intellectual work and group members’ ordi-
nary ways of describing and understanding their experiences, and
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(4) allows the researcher’s prior theoretical and political commitments
to be informed and transformed by understandings derived from
the group’s experiences (Roman and Apple, 1990:63—64). Needless to
say, these features of a valid study are quite different from those sug-
gested by either the conventional approach or the alternative ap-
proaches exemplified by Erickson or Lincoln and Guba.

Eclecticism

Many educational researchers who perceive important differences
between experimental and alternative research designs nonetheless
continue to have respect for and to be significantly influenced by
Campbell and Stanley’s two kinds of validity. Thus, a third response to
the challenge to conventional validity posed by the emergence of
alternative methodologies is a form of eclecticism in which criteria for
validity accommodate ideas emanating from both experimental and
alternative methodologies.

For example, Mary Lee Smith and Gene Glass, educational re-
searchers, begin their book, Research and Evaluation in Education
and the Social Sciences (1987), with a set of criteria for interpreting and
judging the merits, that is, the validity, of educational research studies
(pp. 2-6). They indicate that the criteria are generally applicable to any
research design. However, as they proceed, they find that they must
exempt one kind of research—naturalistic studies—{rom these general
criteria.

Extending the tradition of identifying different kinds of validity,
Smith and Glass (1987) list four: logical, construct, internal, and exter-
nal. They write, “If the study has logical validity, the reader should be
able to follow the argument and assess whether the hypothesis follows
logically from the problem, whether the methods follow logically and
consistently from the hypothesis, the findings from the methods, and
the conclusions from the findings {italics in original]” (p. 2). A study
has construct validity when the measures used by the researchers can
be shown to correspond to the abstract “construct” under investigation
(p. 4). Consistent with Campbell and Stanley, Smith and Glass add
internal validity, which depends on ruling out alternative causes for
the results of the study (p. 5), and external validity, which depends on
demonstrating the generalizability of the results to other groups or
situations (p. 6). Smith and Glass alsc say with reference to external
validity, “In research, the people involved directly, the sample, are
only of interest to the extent to which they inform us about similar
groups of people not directly involved in the study [italics in original]”
(p. 6). All but the first of these criteria have a decidedly experimental



