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An edited book, What Counts as Credible Evidence in Applied Research and Evaluation
Practice? provides an interesting but challenging title. Maybe for this reason it attracted my
attention. I have been conducting research, both basic and applied, for the past 15 years and
have been involved in many evaluation projects. One of the enduring questions from those
projects is what counts as credible evidence of program effectiveness. In other words, we are
always concerned about causality of the particular changes and the effects of an intervention
program.
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The search for cause and effect is not as simple as it seems, particularly in social
sciences. One reason may be that the question of causality per se is more of a political issue
than a scientific one, although we are unwilling to think so. As Christie and Feischer indicate
in Chapter 2, the debate about credible evidence of program effectiveness is less about a
particular design, experimental, narrative, or mixed, but more about how we subjectively
conceptualize the issue of program effectiveness.

What Counts as Credible Evidence in Applied Research and Evaluation Practice? has
three parts, with a total of 12 chapters. All of these chapters focus on the issue of what
counts as credible evidence with respect to program effectiveness. This issue is typically
framed in terms of debates between proponents of quantitative versus qualitative data, a
paradigm war, as authors in the book suggest. The main point I got from reading the book is
that the authors of all these chapters suggest that experimental design is not the only method
that can address the issue of causality; there are some other methods that can do the same
job.

For example, Chapter 5 discusses the role of the What Works Clearinghouse in
providing credible evidence of education intervention; Chapter 6 discusses adequacy and
appropriateness of method, indicating that quantitative and qualitative methods can be
effective in addressing causality, but “quantitative experimental methods have a distinctive
advantage” (p. 105); and Chapter 10 discusses how to use image-based research and
evaluation. It is exactly these diversified approaches that provide the appeal of the book,
helping the reader to learn what these diverse methods are and how they can provide unique
information regarding how programs work.

To me, the gist of the issue is not which “camp” (i.e., quantitative vs. qualitative) we
need to be on or which side of the camp is better. Such a debate is pointless and does not
serve the scientific community well. If either approach can provide solid answers as to how
things work, or, put another way, if we can infer from the evidence the underlying logic,
both approaches are valuable.

Regardless of which side we are on, however, it is almost impossible that bad data can
provide good conclusions, and many evaluation studies are constrained by the fact that
evaluation becomes a kind of post hoc test based on limited data. Without a good evaluation
design, such post hoc testing is not going to adequately address program effectiveness. For
example, when we see improvements in students' reading scores after a reading intervention
program, what conclusion can we draw from the evidence? There could be many
explanations for such findings.

Thus, the crux of the issue is not what counts as credible evidence but rather what are
the reasons or logical explanations for credible evidence. All chapters attempt to discuss this
point but then move on to the issue of “what counts” as credible evidence. The authors spend
a lot of space arguing that credible evidence does not come only from quantitative
experimental methods or their variants but also from qualitative methods. For instance,
Chapter 11 discusses how qualitative data such as speeches or interviews have been used to



show the Bush administration's disrespect for international law, how government documents
can be used to support causality of poverty among people, and how everyday life presents a
lot of credible evidence.

Unfortunately I feel that What Counts as Credible Evidence in Applied Research and
Evaluation Practice? conveys conflicting information. On the one hand, the book discusses
the issue of causality in program evaluation, but on the other hand, it also seems to stray
from how to link evidence to causality. When I read it, I could not figure out how readers
could possibly link these two concepts. Thus, the book is a bit misleading in suggesting that
we don't know what credible evidence is. In fact, we do. We are not arguing for evidence;
we are arguing for causality of the evidence, that is, what accounts for study findings.

This is exactly the point where the book does not provide adequate coverage. For
example, it seems to suggest that we can use different methods to establish causality, but I
did not find that the arguments provided in the book address this issue (e.g., how can
qualitative data be used to establish how a program improved student achievement?). An
example of this is in Chapter 7, in which the author states that because in much of the world
of science (I think the author means natural sciences) there are causal claims without
quantitative experimental methods, why do we insist on an experimental approach in
program evaluation? Based on the examples given in the book, I can see that in some
instances we can clearly establish causality without resorting to experimental designs.

However, in social sciences, this is not the case. There are many possible alternative
explanations for a given set of findings. In education, for instance, there are many federally
funded programs (e.g., Reading First) that aim to improve students' reading, yet, when
reading scores improve, it is unclear whether such improvements can be causally linked to
any reading program. This is exactly what quantitative experimental methods are trying to
do—rule out possible alternative explanations to determine the merits of a program. Can
other methods, particularly qualitative methods, achieve the same goal? This is what I was
looking for in the book but did not get clear guidance.

In arguing for various methods for establishing causality, What Counts as Credible
Evidence in Applied Research and Evaluation Practice? provides an underlying message
that quantitative experimental methods are not the king, which I think may be true. But the
qualitative methods suggested in the book do not provide an alternative way of determining
causality, at least not adequately. The book left me still wondering how to determine
program effectiveness without using more rigorous (although more rigid in some way)
quantitative methods. If we use interview data or any other qualitative data, can we
determine whether the program works as intended? The book seems to say so by using many
scientific words such as logic, inference, or causality, but I am not sure that what it says can
accomplish what it intends.

Overall, What Counts as Credible Evidence in Applied Research and Evaluation
Practice? contains much rhetoric in arguing against quantitative methods for establishing
causality. It points out the need for different methods but fails to provide viable alternatives.
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I still think that the qualitative methods can have a place in scientific studies of linking
evidence to causality; we need to have a better way of integrating qualitative methods into
such an inquiry, particularly in social sciences, including education.
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