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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,



