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Putting Evidence to Work –
A School’s Guide to Implementation

Prof. Jonathan Sharples, Education Endowment Foundation



Ice breaker

How confident do you feel applying implementation 
research to your day-to-day work?



Generation Mobilisation

Synthesis

Education Endowment 
Foundation



The ‘Literacy Octopus’ project

Two multi-armed Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) investigating different 
approaches to communicating and engaging schools with research on primary literacy



Engagement does not equal use!

No impacts on any measure across both arms of every intervention!



Why implementation in education?

”The amount of preparation required for introducing the 
interventions is a common issue that occurs across all
programmes.”

“Where there are problems of implementation these 
often appear to be linked to a lack of shared 
understanding among senior leaders and teachers of 
what is involved. 

Dr. Jake Anders, University College London

“There are indications that provision may be more 
effective when there is an emphasis on how to 
implement change within schools.” 

Prof. Bronwen Maxwell, Sheffield Hallam University



Making, and acting on, 
evidence-informed decisions
• Identifying priorities;
• Selecting the right approaches to implement;
• Judging fit and feasibility;
• Writing implementation plans;
• Designing professional development;
• Monitoring implementation;
• Developing an improvement culture etc.

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/



Implementation…

…. is lots of small things done well – ‘uncommon common sense’
…. is rare – vision> shared vision> shared practice
…. is often about making implicit actions and processes explicit
…. isn’t sexy! (Sir Kevan Collins)

What have I learnt?

“It doesn’t matter how great an educational idea or intervention is in 
principle; what really matters is how it manifests itself in the day-to-day 
work of people in schools – the practitioner IS the intervention!”



a) Divide the cards into two lists:
Features of effective vs less effective implementation

b) Reflect on how these statements relate to your work. 
How prevalent are these features?

Exercise: Implementation Card Sort











• Treat implementation as a process with multiple 
stages – not an event...

• Allow enough time for implementation, 
particularly before ‘Delivery’: 2+ years expected 
for complex whole-school initiatives

• Do fewer things better – organisations tend to take 
on too many projects (and underestimate the 
implementation requirements)

• Decide what you can stop doing to make room –
de-implementation



a) Leaders set the stage for effective – or 
ineffective - implementation

• Establish a clear vision for implementation and 
standards of excellence (underpinned by 
policies and systems)

• Model best implementation practice
– ‘walk the walk’

• Create an environment of openness, trust, safe 
experimentation, collective efficacy 

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast”



b) Identify and cultivate leaders of implementation

• Cultivate distributed leadership of 
implementation

• Explicitly create opportunities for staff to take 
on implementation leadership responsibilities

• Acknowledge behaviours and attitudes that 
support good implementation.



c) Build leadership capacity through 
implementation teams

• 3-6 people who turn a plan into reality
• Manage the multiple tasks and factors that 

make up successful implementation - e.g. 
creating readiness, building shared 
understanding, solving problems

• Bring together different types of expertise e.g. 
implementation (‘process’) and area of 
practice (‘content’)



What about you?

How does this approach compare 
with your own experience and 
ideas on school improvement?





Why implementation in education?

“The amount of preparation required for introducing the 
interventions is a common issue that occurs across all
programmes.”

“Where there are problems of implementation these 
often appear to be linked to a lack of shared 
understanding among senior leaders and teachers
of what is involved. 

Dr. Jake Anders, University College London



a. Create a clear, logical, and well-specified plan. Describe:

• why we are doing this – a definition of the problem
• what the intervention entails – the active ingredients/core components
• how it will be implemented – the implementation activities
• a means of knowing how well implementation is going – the implementation 

outcomes
• and the final intended outcomes (and so?) – the overall objectives

The process is more important than the output – social constructivism 





Active Ingredients

‘ACTIVE INGREDIENTS’ – the essential principles and 
practices for an intervention, which need to be adopted 
closely (i.e. with fidelity) to get the intended outcomes

What activities & behaviours will you see when it is working?

Basis for: creating shared understanding; implementation activities; 
implementation outcomes; fidelity; anchor when it goes pear shaped!





Active ingredients -
metacognition

ACTIVE INGREDIENT 1 
– Shared mental model 

• Staff have a shared understanding 
of metacognition

• Staff are able to spot opportunities 
to apply that model in the 
classroom



When is a bike not a bike?!

What are the active ingredients of a bicycle?!

“The observable, replicable and irreducible 
components of an intervention (Michie et al., 2013).” 



Faithful adoption vs intelligent adaptation

Is it a bicycle?! Critical adaptation?





This stage is about…

continuous dynamic 
improvement

• Motivating and modelling
• Identifying and solving problems
• Identifying and using successes
• Helping staff apply their 

knowledge



What are the characteristics of 
effective professional development?

ü Introduce new skills, knowledge and strategies with 
explicit up-front training 

ü Follow-on support – e.g. instructional coaching– within 
the school setting, helps apply the skills and knowledge 
that are introduced in initial training 

ü Complement expert coaching and mentoring with 
structured peer-to-peer collaboration.

ü Ensure there is a rhythm, duration and alignment to 
professional development activities (don’t overwater!)



• Implementation matters – the practitioner is the intervention!
• View implementation as a process not an event
• Implementation needs time, especially for preparation
• Benefits from dedicated but distributed leadership
• Have a clear, logical and well-specified plan 
• Specify the elements of the approach that you believe are 

critical to its success – i.e. the ‘active ingredients’
• Treat ‘Delivery’ as a learning process

Key points



https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/



Thank you!

jonathan.sharples@eefoundation.org.uk

@Sharples_J


