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“Our leaders are more evidence-rich than a 

decade ago. But leaders face a clear choice 

about the ways in which they use it.

Ironically, as the language of evidence 

proliferates, there is a risk that it loses its 

impact. Surface-level compliance is the biggest 

threat to any change in education.”

Prof. Becky Francis

Chief Executive

Education Endowment Foundation



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!”









• Treat implementation as a process not an event.

• Allow enough time, particularly to Explore and 
Prepare; prioritise appropriately

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

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



a) Dedicated leadership 

• Establish a clear vision for implementation and 
standards of excellence 

• Model best practice – ‘walk the walk’

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

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast”

b) Distributed leadership 

• Identify and cultivate leaders of 
implementation across the school 

• Build capacity through implementation 
teams



“Developing positive school culture is a 
practical endeavour. Trust isn’t magically 
created in a vacuum then applied —
trusted relationships are developed as a 
result of quality daily interactions 
(communicating clearly, delivering on 
plans, making good decisions that staff 
can see, and so on). It is about “walking 
the walk not just talking the talk”. 

Building trust

Prof. Viviane Robinson





• ‘Devil is in the detail’ – consider the variation in effects and what drives that variation
• Identify the active ingredients for successful implementation



• ‘Learning to learn’?

• ‘Thinking about thinking’?

• ‘Knowing about knowing’?

• 'Being aware of one’s awareness’?

What is metacognition? 





Preparation, preparation, preparation…

“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, EEF Projects Review



Develop a clear, logical and well-specified implementation plan

‘An important first step when preparing for implementation is ensuring there is a detailed 
and shared understanding of the programme or practice that is being implemented. This 
can be aided by creating a well-specified plan, which, in turn, can act as a basis for 
practically preparing for implementation.’



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 
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Active Ingredients – defining the ‘what’

‘ACTIVE INGREDIENTS’ – 
the essential principles and practices for an 
approach, which need to be adopted closely 
to get the intended outcomes

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



Without these, how can we communicate or monitor the changes?



Active ingredients are….

• A summary of ONLY the essential principles, 
practices and behaviours

• The key defining features of the approach 
(the ‘what’)

• Where we want consistency (adoption vs 
adaptation)

• Focused and actionable



Active ingredients - 

metacognition

ACTIVE INGREDIENT 1 

– Shared mental model 

• Staff have a shared understanding 

of metacognition

• Staff are able to apply that model 

dynamically in the classroom



When is a bike not a bike?!

DISCUSSION:

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?



Active Ingredients

The essential principles and 
practices for an approach, which 
need to be adopted closely to get 

the intended outcomes

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

Implementation Activities

The actions, strategies and resources 
you will use to introduce the approach, 

as defined by the Active Ingredients

How will it be done?

What blend of activities are 

required?

‘Teachers receive training and coaching 

on how to deploy TAs’
‘TAs supplement not replace 

teaching in the classroom’



Implementation activities - The ‘How’? 

“Typically, the application of a single strategy alone will 
be insufficient to successfully support the 
implementation of a new approach.”

Don’t just train and pray!







• You don’t expect perfection on the first attempt
• You know you’re going to get better over time
• You adapt and learn as you go, and as situations arise
• You value inputs from skilled instructors during 

deliberate practice.

“Anything worth doing well is worth doing poorly!”



This stage is about…

continuous dynamic 
improvement

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



• 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
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