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It also takes teachers to tango: Using social validity assessment to 
refine an intervention design 

Florianne Rademaker *, Anke de Boer, Elisa Kupers, Alexander Minnaert 
University of Groningen, Department of Inclusive and Special Needs Education, the Netherlands   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   
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A B S T R A C T   

Interventions are not always implemented with fidelity in education thereby confining their 
effectiveness. Socially valid interventions that match the needs and demands of teachers are 
implemented with more fidelity. This design study aims to elucidate which factors enhance or 
impede the social validity of an intervention aimed at promoting the social participation of 
students with disabilities. A social validity assessment via interviews was conducted with 17 
kindergarten teachers. The results show that teachers evaluated the intervention on all three 
dimensions of social validity: goals, procedures, and (expected) effect. Teachers were predomi-
nantly positive about the intervention, though, five intervention aspects were considered chal-
lenging and need alteration. This study demonstrates that social validity assessment can be a 
valuable tool in refining interventions.   

1. Introduction 

Teachers are seen as important facilitators in students’ social success within inclusive education. They have an important role in 
promoting the social participation of students with disabilities, since just placing students of various abilities together in one classroom 
does not automatically result in social participation (Guralnick, Neville, Hammond, & Connor, 2007; Pijl, Frostad, & Flem, 2008). 
Social participation in inclusive education involves social contact/interaction, social relationships/friendships, peer acceptance, and a 
positive social self-perception (Koster, Nakken, Pijl, & Van Houten, 2009). Numerous studies have indicated that students with dis-
abilities experience difficulties in participating socially within regular classrooms (e.g., Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, & Rotheram-Fuller, 
2011; Koster, Pijl, Nakken, & van Houten, 2010; Nepi, Fioravanti, Nannini, & Peru, 2015) and negative attitudes of typically devel-
oping peers are often mentioned as the main reason for these difficulties (Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petry, 2011; Vignes et al., 2009). 
Problems with social participation can negatively impact self-image, self-confidence, motivation, and school performance (see 
Bukowski & Raufelder, 2018; Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2016). To prevent these problems, teachers need to actively promote social 
participation via interventions in the classroom. 

There are manifold effective ways to promote both the social participation of students with disabilities and the attitudes of their 
typically developing peers (see reviews by e.g., Armstrong, Morris, Abraham, & Tarrant, 2017; Garrote, Dessemontet, & Opitz, 2017; 
Lindsay & Edwards, 2013). Interventions that combine contact between students with and without disabilities, and provide 
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information about disabilities generally achieve the best results (Rademaker, de Boer, Kupers, & Minnaert, 2020) To ensure the 
effectiveness of these interventions, they must be implemented with fidelity (Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005). 
Implementation fidelity refers to the extent to which an intervention programme is implemented as intended (Dhillon, Darrow, & 
Meyers, 2014; O’Donnell & O’Donnell, 2008), which entails that the underlying intervention theory is followed and that all structural 
and processual critical intervention components are implemented (Century, Rudnick, & Freeman, 2010; Stains & Vickrey, 2017). Only 
when implementation fidelity is respected, the results of efficacy studies are indicative of possible outcomes in daily practice (De 
Leeuw, de Boer, & Minnaert, 2020). 

Fidelity of implementation in daily educational practice, however, is not obvious. In the majority of true educational settings, the 
external resources, support, and control of a research team are not present, which can complicate the implementation of interventions 
(Carter, Steinbrenner, & Hall, 2019; Klingner, Boardman, & McMaster, 2013; Sutherland, McLeod, Conroy, & Cox, 2013). In daily 
practice, this leads teachers to implement interventions in a limited or modified way, by using only a few strategies of an intervention, 
by making adaptations, or by mixing and matching elements from different interventions (Boardman et al., 2005; Moir, 2018). In-
terventions that meet the demands and preferences of teachers are often implemented with much more fidelity (Carter & Pesko, 2008; 
Johnson et al., 2014). Although adjustments to interventions are usually necessary to individualize the procedures and assure a better 
fit within the classroom (Carter et al., 2019; Han & Weiss, 2005), larger adaptations, regardless of being well thought out by teachers, 
can negate the effectiveness of interventions (Domitrovich et al., 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005). 

To ensure implementation fidelity, it is crucial that researchers and intervention designers take an active role in facilitating 
implementation fidelity (Cook & Odom, 2013; Knight, Huber, Kuntz, Carter, & Juarez, 2019) and consult and cooperate with teachers, 
preferably already in the developmental phase. Teachers can provide valuable insights into the sustainability of an intervention, 
especially concerning practicalities (Harn, Parisi, & Stoolmiller, 2013). Considering teachers’ need to deviate from original inter-
vention designs (Boardman et al., 2005), it is important to investigate which intervention aspects complicate fidelity of imple-
mentation for the teacher. In this way, it can be explored whether these aspects could be altered or omitted, without compromising the 
effectiveness (Harn et al., 2013), or whether further explanation about the importance of these specific critical intervention compo-
nents is necessary to increase teachers’ tolerance and thereby also implementation fidelity (Carter & Wheeler, 2019). Accordingly, it is 
worthwhile to assess the social validity of interventions. 

The concept of social validity refers to judgments concerning the social importance of an intervention on three related dimensions: 
1) the social significance of the intervention goals, 2) the social appropriateness of the intervention procedures, and 3) the social 
importance of the actual outcomes (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Wolf, 1978). An intervention is considered socially valid when the goals 
are deemed important, the procedures acceptable and feasible, and the outcomes socially significant. Not surprisingly, interventions 
with high social validity are more likely to be adopted, implemented with fidelity, and sustainably used (Carter et al., 2019; Heckaman, 
Conroy, Fox, & Chait, 2000; McDuffie & Scruggs, 2008). 

First, the goals of an intervention must be considered important by the majority of its users. Failing to determine the right 
intervention goals, will reduce the likelihood of realizing a socially valid intervention (Carter & Wheeler, 2019). However, finding 
“the” right intervention goal might not be that easy, since the social importance of a goal may be different for various stakeholders due 
to differences in personal values and preferences (Domitrovich et al., 2008). Therefore, it is important to give recognition to all 
relevant parties when determining intervention goals (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Wolf, 1978). This is usually done by selecting target 
behaviours for intervention in accordance with intervention users (Hurley, 2012). 

Second, the social validity of an intervention is determined by the appropriateness of the procedures used within that intervention, 
which generally concerns the acceptability and the feasibility. Acceptability refers to the extent to which teachers judge the intervention 
procedures as acceptable, fair, and reasonable for the problem (Kazdin, 1981). Teachers are more likely to select an intervention that 
aligns with their teaching philosophy because they consider it acceptable practice (Carter & Pesko, 2008). Furthermore, acceptability 
is higher when teachers are familiar with the used procedures (Han & Weiss, 2005), when common teaching skills are utilized 
(Domitrovich et al., 2008), and when interventions are not very intrusive (Carter, 2007). Feasibility refers to the extent to which an 
intervention can be implemented given the available resources (Odom, McConnell, & Chandler, 1993). An intervention can be more or 
less feasible to conduct in a classroom, because of several factors, including time, necessary skills, availability of materials, financial 
resources, and personnel (Boardman et al., 2005; Carter & Pesko, 2008). Interventions that fit easily in the existing classroom structure 
are usually considered to be the most feasible (Boardman et al., 2005). Feasibility also entails that implementation of the procedures is 
possible by its intended users (Horner et al., 2005); thus, except for professional training, teachers should be able to implement the 
procedures without the support of research groups. 

Third, the social validity of an intervention is determined by the importance of its effect. Relating to this, it appears that personal 
beliefs and expectations outweigh research results. Teachers prefer to use interventions that they expect to be effective, regardless of 
objective research findings (Boardman et al., 2005; Carter & Pesko, 2008). Similarly, teachers are more likely to sustain the use of an 
intervention after they experienced significant successes themselves, or when it was recommended by colleagues (Boardman et al., 
2005; Knight et al., 2019). Furthermore, the importance of the effect is evaluated according to the duration of the effects; interventions 
that produce long-term effects are considered to have higher social validity. 

Currently, social validity assessment is not used to its full potential (Hurley, 2012). Social validity assessment is seldom the primary 
goal of research, which is unfortunate as it can provide researchers with valuable information regarding the sustainability potential of 
the intervention (Carter, 2007; Strohmeier, Mulé, & Luiselli, 2014). Examining the social validity of an intervention can illuminate 
which intervention aspects could lead teachers to adopt interventions, and sustain the use, or conversely, to avoid them, discontinue 
the use, or make counter-effective adaptations (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Hurley, 2012). In addition, although social validity can be also 
be assessed before and during implementation, most assessments are conducted after interventions have been implemented and when 
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the intervention design is already final (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Hurley, 2012). This seems too little too late since it is important to 
involve important stakeholders, like teachers, from the beginning, and not after the job is already done (Bowen et al., 2009; Klingner 
et al., 2013). 

Bearing in mind that interventions in education are rarely implemented with fidelity (Cook & Cook, 2013), the potential effect of 
interventions is threatened. When not implemented as intended, an intervention might lose its effectiveness, thereby not accom-
plishing the anticipated results. Therefore, it is important to find an optimal balance in intervention designs so it still includes all 
critical intervention components, and it also meets the needs and demands of teachers as much as possible. In this way implementation 
fidelity is promoted naturally without compromising the effectiveness of the intervention. Social validity assessment can be a valuable 
tool to guide intervention design in finding this balance. While we know certain factors (e.g., time, financial resources, and personnel) 
play an important role in all settings, little is known about the specific factors that matter in inclusive classrooms. This study aims to 
elucidate this by conducting a social validity assessment of an intervention to be refined for kindergarten students to promote the social 
participation of students with disabilities. 

2. Method 

2.1. Design and procedure 

A design study was conducted in which semi-structured interviews were used to elucidate which social validity factors matter in 
inclusive classrooms. Interviews are seen as a valuable method to investigate social validity, as they can provide richer information 
than surveys about the complex construct that social validity is (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Leko, 2014). Participants were recruited via 
an open online survey about the use of strategies to promote social participation in kindergarten classes. The survey was distributed via 
mailing and social media (e.g., teacher platforms on Facebook and LinkedIn). At the end of the survey, participants could opt-in for an 
in-depth interview to further explain their answers, with a specific focus on the social validity of the strategies. An additional aim of the 
interviews was to investigate factors that enhance or reduce the social validity of an intervention to be refined for kindergarten 
students to promote the social participation of students with disabilities. 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted individually by phone. The interviewers consisted of the first author, who had 
ample interviewing experience, and two trained graduate students. Because of the purpose of the current study, we only used the 
second part of the interview in which the focus was on the intervention. This part lasted approximately 15 min (range 10–18 minutes). 
In one interview also several sections of the first part of the interview were included for data-analysis. This was because the discussed 
strategies in this part overlapped with the intervention procedures and were only briefly discussed in the second part of the interview. 
With the permission of the interviewees, the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim using F4transkript. 

2.2. Participants 

A total of 17 female kindergarten teachers participated in this study. Their work experience ranged from 3 to 33 years (M = 15.47 
years, SD = 11.19). With the exception of two, all kindergarten teachers had experience with one or more kindergarten students with 
special educational needs: emotional and behavioural difficulties (n = 14), language development disorder (n = 13), chronic illness (n 
= 7), intellectual disability (n = 6), physical disability (n = 6), auditory impairment (n = 6), and visual impairment (n = 3). Seven 
kindergarten teachers had class aids, such as student teachers or teaching assistants. 

2.3. Intervention 

The intervention to be refined comprises an educational lesson series aimed at promoting the social participation of kindergarten 
students with disabilities, as well as the attitudes of their typically developing peers. Rather than developing a new intervention, we 
built on previous work by Favazza and Odom (1997) and De Boer, Pijl, Minnaert, and Post (2014) by adapting the Special Friends 
intervention (Favazza, Ostrosky, & Mouzourou, 2016). Special Friends has been proven effective in promoting the social participation 

Fig. 1. Schematic Overview of the Proposed Intervention.  

F. Rademaker et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



International Journal of Educational Research 107 (2021) 101749

4

of students with a disability (Meyer & Ostrosky, 2016) and their peers’ attitudes (De Boer et al., 2014; Favazza, Phillipsen, & Kumar, 
2000). Although Special Friends shaped the broad outlines of the intervention design, it is important to emphasize that the details still 
needed to be worked out while conducting this study. 

The proposed intervention design comprises three components and consists of 18 lessons that are given over the course of six weeks 
(see Fig. 1 for a schematic overview of the intervention). The information component is aimed at increasing students’ knowledge and 
eliminating possible misconceptions about physical disabilities, auditory impairments, and intellectual disabilities via animated 
picture books and guided discussions. The animated picture books are watched and discussed multiple times. Since repeated book 
reading improves students’ understanding of the story (Trivette, Simkus, Dunst, & Hamby, 2012), this allows for a comprehensive 
discussion of the disabilities. The contact component is aimed at promoting contact between the students with a disability and his/her 
classmates via cooperative learning groups (CLGs). CLGs are small groups (four to six students) in which students work on assignments 
that allow for positive interdependence, individual accountability, development of small-group social skills, group processing, and that 
promote interaction (Johnson & Johnson, 2002). Group composition will rotate during the intervention to ensure that each student 
comes into contact with all classmates. The home component is aimed at including the students’ primary social group in the inter-
vention. Parents will receive digital access to the animated picture books and are invited to watch them with their child(ren) and 
discuss them at home. 

2.4. Instrument 

For the purpose of this study, an interview guide was developed inspired by the Semi-Structured Interview for Social Validation 
(Gresham & Lopez, 1996). First, a basic blueprint was presented in which the key features of the proposed intervention were described. 
Second, participants were interviewed about their perspectives on the social validity of the proposed intervention regarding intended 
use, foreseen problems, applicability and suitability of the methods, needs regarding implementation, and expected effect. The 
interview guide consisted of 11 main questions with additional follow-up questions (e.g., “Do you foresee problems using this pro-
gramme? If yes, what problems? If no, do you foresee any difficulties regarding the execution, the required time, or in terms of 
personnel?”, “Do the cooperative learning groups seem like an appropriate way to promote social acceptance in the classroom? 

Fig. 2. Schematic Overview of the Analysis.  
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Fig. 3. Overview of Themes Derived From the Interviews.  
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Why?”). 

2.5. Analysis 

We used Multi-Grounded Theory (Goldkuhl & Cronholm, 2010) as guidance for the analysis of the interviews. In this approach, 
empirically-driven analysis and theory-driven analysis are combined. To achieve this, the analysis was carried out in three phases using 
ATLAS.ti 8.4 (see Fig. 2 for a schematic overview). First, the content fragments of all transcripts were open coded. This was done to do 
justice to the teachers’ perspectives. When data is categorized early in the analytic process, this can eliminate the real meaning of what 
is said because of the preconceptions of the researcher (Goldkuhl & Cronholm, 2010). Next, all codes with similar meanings were 

Table 1 
Codebook for Procedures Dimension.  

Theme Category Social validity current design 
Number of teachers (n) 

F I C H 

Acceptability 

Suitability didactical methods Suitable procedures to promote social participation + 7 10 13 5  
Other methods/interventions are more suitable – 1 1   

Suitability duration/intensity Proposed duration/intensity adequate + 4     
Proposed duration/intensity not necessary – 1     
Prefers more structural intervention – 2     
Possibility of repeating lessons + 2    

Alignment current methods Intervention corresponds with current methods + 8 4 9   
Intervention does not correspond with current methods –   1  

Alignment teaching philosophy Intervention matches teaching philosophy + 7 3 6   
Intervention does not match teaching philosophy – 3  1  

Appropriateness for kindergarten age Appropriate method + 3 12 2   
Inappropriate method –   5  

Focus Disabilities Appropriate focus disabilities + 3     
Inappropriate focus disabilities – 4    

Feasibility 

Facilities Available + 6 1   
Not available –  2    
Differences between schools ± 1  

Personnel Sufficient staff + 3     
More staff required – 1  2  

Skills Current skills sufficient + 14 1    
Additional skills required –   2  

Time Enough time to implement full intervention + 7     
Not enough time to implement full intervention – 7     
Feasibility dependent on time of year ± 2    

Fit within existing classroom structure Good fit with existing classroom structure + 6     
Methods interfere with classroom structure – 2    

Collaboration parents Questions willingness of parents –    1 

Usability 

Time-efficiency Time-efficiency dependent on lesson design ± 7     
Time-efficiency sufficient + 3     
Combination with other subjects improves time-efficiency – 2    

Materials Absence of additional materials − 1 6   
Class composition Usability dependent on class composition ± 4    

Requirements 

Flexibility Deviate from prescribed procedures N/A 11     
Decision when to start intervention N/A 4    

Teacher preparation Teacher manual N/A 7     
Training/workshop N/A 5    

Materials Availability and accessibility of materials N/A 4     
Appealing (animated) picture book N/A  8   

Price Affordable N/A 2    
Compatibility Compatible with other educational methods N/A 2    

Note. Themes and categories are described for each sub-dimension of procedures (acceptability, feasibility, usability, and requirements) individually. 
The column ‘social validity of current design’ specifies if the discovered categories indicate good social validity (+), poor social validity (− ) or 
whether they are inconclusive (±) with regard to social validity. Since the requirements sub-dimension describes additions or alterations to the 
current design, the social validity of the current design cannot be indicated. The last column indicates the weight of each category, by stating the 
number of teachers mentioning this for each of the intervention components (F = Full Intervention, I = Information Component, C = Contact 
Component, and H = Home Component). 
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grouped into a category. A distinction was made into codes relating to the proposed blueprint and codes relating to alterations and 
additions. In this phase, the data was still looked at inductively. Lastly, the categories were allocated to the three dimensions of social 
validity: goals, procedures (with sub-dimensions acceptability and feasibility), and (expected) effect. Categories that concerned 
various viewpoints of the same topic were grouped into a theme. In this way, a clear overview of the most important themes was 
created for each dimension. Themes that could not be allocated to a specific (sub-) dimension of social validity, but contained valuable 
information concerning the design of the intervention or risks for implementation infidelity, were also preserved. In the last two 
phases, constant comparison with previous themes/categories were made to enhance the quality of the analysis (Flick, 2018). The 
three phases of data analysis were completed in an iterative process by the first author. 

3. Results 

3.1. Codebook 

The coding process revealed that themes were allocated to all three dimensions of social validity (goals, procedures, and (expected) 
effect). Within the procedures dimension, not all themes could be allocated to the sub-dimensions acceptability and feasibility. Us-
ability (i.e., whether the intervention is practical and considered pleasant to work with) and requirements (i.e., aspects of the inter-
vention that support successful implementation) were, therefore, added as sub-dimensions. An overview of the themes is provided in 
Fig. 3. 

As the aim of this study is to consider the social validity prior to the final design of the intervention, not only the social validity of 
the current design but also suggestions for alterations of and additions to the intervention will be discussed. Counts for teachers rather 
than text fragments are given, to indicate the relevance of an outcome within the group. The results will focus on the main themes. 

3.2. Goals 

The coding process revealed three goal-related themes. Teachers indicated that the main motives for using the intervention were a 
(future) student with a disability in class/school (n = 11), when students brought up the subject themselves (n = 5), or when there were 
problems regarding social participation (n = 3). It turned out that personal values were mainly aligned with the intervention goal. 
Teachers deemed it important to educate students on disabilities (n = 7) and were of the opinion that every student needs to be 
accepted, regardless of disabilities (n = 5). However, one teacher believed that young students “do not need to know everything” 
(Teacher 17). Five teachers argued social exclusion was not a significant problem in kindergarten, as they find young students to be 
naturally very accepting of differences. 

3.3. Procedures 

Data analysis revealed six themes relating to acceptability, six to feasibility, and three to usability. Also, five themes regarding 
requirements for the intervention were addressed. An overview of the codebook regarding the procedures dimension is provided in 
Table 1. 

3.3.1. Acceptability 
Relating to the suitability of didactical methods, the vast majority of teachers judged the proposed intervention components as 

suitable. One teacher, however, thought that the proposed intervention would only address attitude and not actual behaviour. One 
other teacher mentioned that an animated picture book cannot cover the complexity of a disability. With regard to the suitability of 
duration and intensity, teachers’ opinions were mixed. Four teachers considered the proposed duration and intensity adequate, whereas 
two others believed a structural intervention would be more suitable to achieve the goal, and one teacher doubted whether all lessons 
were really necessary. In addition, two teachers valued the possibility of repeating one or more lessons later in the school year. In total, 
14 teachers indicated that the proposed intervention procedures were aligning current methods. Both book reading and CLGs, as well as 
their combination, were considered common practice. Only one teacher was not used to work with CLGs. It also turned out that the 
alignment with teaching philosophy suited most teachers (n = 12). They valued working with the proposed procedures (n = 6), working 
thematically (n = 4), and explaining (problem) behaviour (n = 2). Two teachers indicated that the intervention did not match their 
philosophy because of its mandatory character of prescribed lessons. One teacher found the intervention too artificial; she would rather 
use normal classroom routines (e.g., cleaning up) to promote contact or cooperation, and let conversations after book reading emerge. 
Also, one teacher indicated that cooperative learning did not match her philosophy. This was because she valued the supervision of all 
students, which she deemed impossible if all students were working in CLGs simultaneously. The appropriateness for kindergarten age 
differed for the intervention components. Teachers were very positive about the information component. Especially the animated 
picture books were considered fun and engaging: “My students love to watch videos on the smartboard. It is their own cinema” 
(Teacher 10). With regard to the CLGs, five teachers worried that this would be (too) difficult with their youngest students. Two other 
teachers disagreed and were of the opinion that young students can work cooperatively very well, even from their first day in school. It 
turned out that teachers were also somewhat divided about the disabilities covered in the intervention (physical disability, auditory 
impairment, and intellectual disability). Three teachers considered the proposed disabilities to be very appropriate because they are 
clear to young students and easy to understand. Two others indicated that these disabilities did not reflect the Dutch student popu-
lation and, therefore, suggested that other disabilities (e.g., ADHD or ASD) would be better. Two other teachers added that non-visible 
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disabilities are also more difficult to understand and, therefore, need more attention. 

3.3.2. Feasibility 
Teachers indicated that the facilities required for implementing the intervention were mostly available within their classrooms. 

Some classes, however, lacked an interactive whiteboard (n = 2). Also, it was mentioned that the availability of crafting materials 
differs widely across schools. Regarding personnel, three teachers believed that implementing the intervention would be feasible 
considering the current staffing. However, two teachers worried that the supervision of the CLGs would not be enough. “All children go 
to work independently (..) But I have 33 students, of which I have, um, 10 must be directly in my sight and have to be nearby” (Teacher 
1). It turned out that the vast majority of teachers were confident that their skills would be sufficient for implementing the intervention. 
Two teachers worried that their current skills would not be sufficient to implement CLGs. One teacher was concerned that older 
teachers might have difficulties with accessing digital materials. The teachers were divided in terms of the time needed to implement 
the intervention. Seven teachers indicated that it would be feasible to clear time in the schedule to implement all lessons. This was 
especially the case when social participation problems would be present: “If it is really necessary, you just have to make time for it” 
(Teacher 17). Seven other teachers indicated that three lessons a week would be too much. They mentioned that the current curriculum 
is already flooded, leading them to balance to give attention to all obligated matters. Two teachers commented that especially in 
periods that are full of festive activities it would not possible to implement the intervention. Four teachers suggested that an alternative 
frequency/intensity would improve feasibility (e.g., fewer lessons per week or dividing the intervention into three two-week blocks). 
Regarding the fit within the existing classroom structure, six teachers indicated the intervention could fit neatly within certain themes that 
are already discussed throughout the school year (e.g., citizenship, family, and neighbourhood). One teacher was unsure how to 
integrate the intervention within the existing themes. Practical difficulties concerning the didactical methods were foreseen by two 
teachers. Although the proposed procedures aligned well with current practice, these teachers indicated that they cannot be used 
multiple times in a day, leading to adjustments for didactical methods used elsewhere in the day. 

3.3.3. Usability 
Seven teachers indicated that usability is dependent on the time-efficiency of the intervention in terms of lesson design. Minimal 

time investment by the teacher is preferred when it comes to lesson preparation and setting up the CLGs. Accustoming to new ways of 
cooperative learning might take more time than is available within the intervention, which can limit usability. CLGs should, therefore, 
be easily arranged and explained to students. Two teachers indicated that an intervention package would save them time since they did 
not have to look for suitable books or CLG assignments themselves. To save time in the full curriculum, two other teachers suggested 
that the integration of other subjects (e.g., math and physical education) promotes usability. One teacher mentioned this was un-
necessary. Concerning materials, seven teachers indicated that the absence of actual materials (e.g., toys, paper books) limits the 
usability of the intervention. They strongly advised including a hard copy of the book as this is often used within kindergarten 
classrooms. Four teachers indicated that class composition also affects the usability of an intervention. In classes with multiple students 
with disabilities and merely young kindergartners, the usability of the intervention might be limited. Especially with CLGs, it was 
thought that a good age distribution across the groups was necessary. 

3.3.4. Requirements 
Eleven teachers expressed their need for flexibility of implementation. They mentioned they are accustomed to using educational 

methods as resources or for inspiration, but find it hard to submissively follow a prescribed outline. From their perspective, the 
intervention needed to provide some flexibility to make (small) adjustments to make it their own. Four of them also stressed the 
importance of flexibility regarding the start of the intervention. It turned out that teacher preparation was also considered an important 
requirement. Seven teachers indicated their need for a clear but concise teacher manual. This manual should mainly include lesson- 
specific information (e.g., the aim and outline of each lesson, practical information about the CLGs, examples of lessons) and contact 
details in case of problems, but also information about the focus disabilities is appreciated. If the manual would be insufficient to 
prepare teachers, five teachers indicated they would appreciate a workshop or training. With regard to the materials, four teachers 
indicated that they had to be included in the intervention and easily accessible (via the computer). If not all materials could be included 
in the intervention, a clear list of necessary materials should be provided. Furthermore, eight teachers addressed the requirements for 
the animated picture book: it had to be appealing for kindergarten students in terms of story and design. Other requirements mentioned 
are compatibility with other educational methods and price. Furthermore, three requirements for the teacher, and four for the setting 
were addressed. Considering these requirements are beyond the reach of an intervention, these will not be discussed. 

3.4. (Expected) effect 

The data analysis revealed three effect-related themes. With regard to the expected outcomes of the proposed intervention, teachers 
had different opinions. Twelve teachers indicated they expected positive effects such as increased understanding and knowing how to 
react to and help a peer with a disability. However, five teachers mentioned that a single intervention was insufficient to resolve all 
possible social participation problems. Three teachers were cautious and also foresaw possible negative outcomes, such as stigmati-
zation of disability. The teachers pointed out several critical intervention components they believed to be accountable for the expected 
positive effects: information increases understanding (n = 8), CLGs promote social interaction (n = 3) and coping with differences (n =
5), and the intensity of the intervention (n = 2). Five teachers indicated that the outcomes are also dependent on other influences. They 
believed themselves as implementers, but also their students and the cooperation with parents accountable for the success: “I think the 
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people in the story are the most important factor” (Teacher 14). 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Main findings 

This study aimed to gain insight into which social validity factors matter in inclusive classrooms when it comes to implementing an 
intervention aimed at promoting the social participation of students with disabilities. This insight is needed to allow interventions to 
better cater to the needs and demands of teachers and also promote implementation fidelity. As was expected, teachers evaluate the 
intervention on the three dimensions of social validity: goals, procedures, and (expected) effect. The match between the intervention 
goal and personal values is considered important. For the procedures, in accordance with previous studies (e.g., Boardman et al., 2005; 
Domitrovich et al., 2008), teachers included factors regarding acceptability and feasibility in their evaluation. The teachers also took 
factors regarding usability, indicative of user-friendliness, and the ease of implementation, into account. The importance of usability 
has also been stressed in previous research (Briesch, Chafouleas, Neugebauer, & Riley-Tillman, 2013; Gresham, 2017). Furthermore, 
several aspects, such as flexibility, preparatory information, price, and compatibility are seen as important requirements for imple-
mentation and sustained use. The (expected) effect is also considered, but teachers do not see an intervention package as the only route 
to success. Instead, they believe that one single intervention might not be sufficient and recognize the role that the various actors, 
including themselves, have in the effect. The findings indicate that teachers of inclusive classrooms take into consideration mainly the 
same factors as previously found in the literature (e.g., Boardman et al., 2005; Han & Weiss, 2005). Though, they also stress the need 
for usability and keep their diverse student population in mind when evaluating the social validity. Teaching an inclusive classroom 
might put higher demands on the teacher (e.g., differentiation skills; Flem, Moen, & Gudmundsdottir, 2004), which can complicate the 
implementation of interventions and therefore requires greater usability. 

4.2. Refining the intervention 

The findings from our social validity analysis revealed that, for the most part, teachers were positive about the social validity of the 
intervention. Its goal was considered important, the procedures were mostly deemed appropriate, and the intervention was regarded as 
capable of achieving positive outcomes. The social validity analysis also revealed several intervention aspects to which teachers were 
aloof and that should be possibly be altered, omitted, or added to better fit their needs. First, some teachers were unsure about the 
abilities of kindergarten students to work in CLGs. However, research has demonstrated that CLGs are appropriate for kindergarten 
students as long as you select activities that match their skills, abilities, and interests (Battistich & Watson, 2003). Hereto, 
age-appropriate CLG assignments (i.e., informal group learning methods; see Slavin, 2010) were included in the intervention. Second, 
the choice of focus disabilities within the intervention was questioned by some of the teachers. Psychological disabilities (e.g., ADHD 
and ASD), however, are too difficult for young students to recognize (Conant & Budoff, 1983; Dyson, 2005). It was therefore decided to 
retain the original focus disabilities (physical, auditory and intellectual), as they are more evident to young students. Third, several 
teachers indicated that the required time to implement the intervention would be problematic (i.e., preparation and execution of 
lessons). Because previous studies have indicated that more intense interventions are better in achieving positive results regarding 
both attitudes (Leigers & Myers, 2015) and social participation (Slavin & Cooper, 1999), the intensity of the intervention was not 
adjusted. Instead, the importance of the duration and intensity will be clearly explained to teachers to increase tolerance. Also, 
preparation time was minimalized. To achieve this, a teacher manual with detailed lesson plans was drafted. The lesson plans include 
duration, lesson goals, required materials, preparation, and a timeline of specific activities. All necessary materials (e.g., puzzles, 
cards) were made available within the intervention, with the exception of crafting materials (e.g., glue, paint, paper). In addition to the 
animated picture books, hard copies were provided with the intervention. Fourth, teachers require some kind of flexibility to make 
small adjustments. To not compromise effectiveness, the crucial intervention components and their rationale should be clearly 
communicated to the users (Han & Weiss, 2005; Stains & Vickrey, 2017). Hereto, the teacher manual clearly communicated the core of 
each lesson that had to be maintained and where deviations could be made. Last, teachers indicated that the intervention should also 
include a “teacher component” which prepares them for using the intervention and provides relevant information on the disabilities of 
interest. This was added and includes a short online preparatory training for teachers, that covers information on the practical use of 
the intervention, underlying intervention theory, and the focus disabilities. 

The aforementioned adjustments and compromises do not constitute the definitive design of the intervention. Refining an inter-
vention is an iterative process in which future steps include investigating social validity in a pilot study and determining which aspects 
are truly necessary to achieve the anticipated effect. 

4.3. Reflection on findings 

Social validity assessment is a valuable tool in intervention design. It seizes the opportunity to determine how teachers perceive the 
intervention procedures. Also, insight into the potential sustainability and use of an intervention is gained. By assessing this before the 
intervention design is final, teachers’ perceptions can be incorporated into the design to increase compatibility with their needs and 
demands (Hurley, 2012). In the current study, the majority of the interviewed teachers generally agreed with the design and were open 
to the use of the intervention aimed at promoting the social participation of students with disabilities. This indicates great potential for 
the intervention in terms of use and sustainability. However, the teachers also pointed out important ifs and buts, which indicates that 
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there are possible impediments to implementation fidelity and that the intervention design needs to be altered slightly. Since these 
challenging intervention aspects are now known, possible adaptations and alternations can be examined and piloted. If this is not 
investigated before intervention designs are definitive, there is a risk that effective interventions will ultimately not be used. 

Unfortunately, reaching a one-size-fits-all-design for an intervention is a utopia. Without a doubt, not every teacher will be satisfied 
with the final design of an intervention. This is because the perceived social validity of an intervention is person-bound rather than a 
fixed characteristic of the intervention itself. The perception of social validity and decision to implement a certain intervention can be 
affected by many personal factors, such as teaching style, experience, and preference, and school-related factors, such as supportive 
leadership (Carter & Wheeler, 2019; Han & Weiss, 2005). Moreover, the sense of self-efficacy and professional burnout can affect 
implementation decisions and colour teachers’ perspectives on social validity. Teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy are more 
willing to adopt new interventions and implement an intervention as prescribed (Domitrovich et al., 2008; Kallestad & Olweus, 2003), 
whereas teachers with higher levels of professional burnout tend to be more reluctant (Evers, Brouwers, & Tomic, 2002). Since dif-
ferences between schools and teachers are beyond dispute, we advise striving for a more realistic one-size-fits-most-design, or even a 
one-size-adjustable-to-all if the design leaves room for teachers to make small deviations and adjustments to better match individual 
needs. 

Furthermore, the size of the mandatory curriculum can complicate the implementation of interventions. Nearly all interviewees 
indicated that the current curriculum is jammed, leaving little time for additions to the curriculum such as interventions; for them 
implementing the intervention meant cutting out another part of the obligated matter. It is of concern that the teachers in this study 
indicated that, although they value educating their students about disabilities, they will only do so when they have or will receive a 
student with a disability in their classrooms. In addition, it is known that in most classrooms disabilities are underrepresented in books 
and materials (Favazza, Ostrosky, Meyer, Yu, & Mouzourou, 2017). Consequently, no structural attention is paid to disability 
awareness. The felt pressure to achieve good learning outcomes seems to cause reluctance to dedicate time to non-cognitive matters. 
This is conflicting with global policies, such as the Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action – Education 2030 (UNESCO, 2016), 
which stress that education should aim to achieve equity and inclusion, also of students with disabilities. Hereto, the curriculum should 
promote equality (e.g., through disability awareness) with a focus on both cognitive and non-cognitive aspects of learning. Therefore, 
it is important to better inform teachers on the compatibility and integration of interventions with the mandatory curriculum, 
especially when didactical methods in interventions align well with the currently used methods. Otherwise the belief that interventions 
stack on the mandatory curriculum most likely will keep diminishing teachers’ motivation to implement interventions. 

4.4. Limitations 

The current study has several limitations. First, before social validity can be evaluated, preferably, a good understanding of the 
intervention is needed (Carter & Wheeler, 2019). In the interviews, only a brief blueprint was presented to the teachers which could 
have led to possible misconceptions of the intervention components. Also, about half of the teachers indicated at one or more points in 
the interview that it was hard to give their opinion based on a brief blueprint. Second, the representativeness of the sample can be 
questioned. In general, teachers have neutral to negative attitudes (De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2011) and a limited sense of efficacy 
toward inclusive education (Sharma & Nuttal, 2016). Since all participants signed up for the interview voluntarily it could be that they 
had more affinity with the topic and a more positive attitude toward inclusive education. Moreover, nearly all participants in this study 
had experience in teaching students with disabilities, which could have affected their attitudes (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; De Boer 
et al., 2011) and sense of self-efficacy (Malinen et al., 2013). Third, the semi-structured interview format allowed teachers to indicate 
the topics that were most important to them. Consequently, different topics were discussed in each interview, not allowing us to 
objectively weigh the comments made. This also led to minimal insight into the social validity of the home component. Since teachers 
are not primarily involved in conducting this component of the intervention, it would have been better to also involve parents in the 
study regarding this topic. Last, all phases of the data analysis were conducted by only the first author which could have created an 
objectivity/reliability problem. To minimize this risk, the constant comparison method was applied and the discovered themes and 
categories were regularly discussed among the authors. 

4.5. Final thoughts 

As became clear in the interviews, it is indeed important for implementation fidelity to match interventions to the needs and 
demands of its users. One of the participants even mentioned she would blindly implement an intervention without question if it were 
to be a fantastic series of lessons which she could fully support. To achieve this, ideally, the development of an intervention is an 
iterative process that requires good collaboration between researchers and practitioners (Klingner et al., 2013; Penuel, Fishman, 
Cheng, & Sabelli, 2011). This ensures a good representation of interests in the final design. Even though in this study, teachers were not 
involved as co-developers, their input provided insight into the precarious aspects of the intervention. Assessing social validity has 
proven to be a very useful tool in this iterative process. Therefore, we hope that rather than being an obligatory tick in the box, in future 
use social validity assessment will be used to its full potential. 
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Strohmeier, C., Mulé, C., & Luiselli, J. K. (2014). Social validity assessment of training methods to improve treatment integrity of special education service providers. 
Behavior Analysis in Practice, 7(1), 15–20. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40617-014-0004-5. 

Sutherland, K. S., McLeod, B. D., Conroy, M. A., & Cox, J. R. (2013). Measuring implementation of evidence-based programs targeting young children at risk for 
emotional/behavioral disorders: Conceptual issues and recommendations. Journal of Early Intervention, 35(2), 129–149. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1053815113515025. 

Trivette, C. M., Simkus, A., Dunst, C. J., & Hamby, D. W. (2012). Repeated book reading and preschoolers’ early literacy development. Center for Early Literacy 
Learning, 5(5), 1–13. 

UNESCO. (2016). Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656. 

Vignes, C., Godeau, E., Sentenac, M., Coley, N., Navarro, F., Grandjean, H., et al. (2009). Determinants of students’ attitudes towards peers with disabilities. 
Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, 51(6), 473–479. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8749.2009.03283.x. 

Wolf, M. M. (1978). Social validity: The case for subjective measurement or how applied behavior analysis is finding its heart. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 11 
(2), 203–214. https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.1978.11-203. 

F. Rademaker et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    

https://doi.org/10.1177/019874290002500307
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290507100203
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121412440186
https://doi.org/10.1080/0218879020220110
https://doi.org/10.1080/0218879020220110
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022466913475872
https://doi.org/10.1037/1522-3736.6.1.621a
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-1076-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0005-7894(81)80087-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900205
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900205
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357618755694
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110701284680
https://doi.org/10.1080/10349120903537905
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-33033-4_6
https://doi.org/10.1080/19411243.2015.1021067
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932514524002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932514524002
https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2012.702850
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2013.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451208321564
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121415571419
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2018.00061
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2018.00061
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12096
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12096
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654307313793
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440299406000304
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X11421826
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313830802184558
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.602414
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2015.1081672
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264086487-9-en
https://doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00140
https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-03-0113
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40617-014-0004-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053815113515025
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053815113515025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0883-0355(21)00019-7/sbref0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0883-0355(21)00019-7/sbref0350
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8749.2009.03283.x
https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.1978.11-203

	It also takes teachers to tango: Using social validity assessment to refine an intervention design
	1 Introduction
	2 Method
	2.1 Design and procedure
	2.2 Participants
	2.3 Intervention
	2.4 Instrument
	2.5 Analysis

	3 Results
	3.1 Codebook
	3.2 Goals
	3.3 Procedures
	3.3.1 Acceptability
	3.3.2 Feasibility
	3.3.3 Usability
	3.3.4 Requirements

	3.4 (Expected) effect

	4 Discussion
	4.1 Main findings
	4.2 Refining the intervention
	4.3 Reflection on findings
	4.4 Limitations
	4.5 Final thoughts

	Funding
	Declaration of Competing Interest
	References


