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Introduction: An Overview of Implementation 
Frameworks 

There is a continued call for the use of practices supported by evidence to improve the 

quality and effectiveness of services provided for our children, families, and 

communities. Despite best intentions, our various systems in education, health and 

human services continue to struggle to adopt these practices and transfer them into 

consistent, sustained use by practitioners (Burns & Ysseldyke, 2009; Institute of 

Medicine, 2007; Madon et al., 2007). 

 
This gap between what we know works and utilization of those practices in real world 

settings may deny individuals such as students with disabilities proven benefits (Dew & 

Boydell, 2017). Research and practice has shown persistent inequities for students from 

historically and currently marginalized groups. Equitable Implementation occurs when 

strong equity components (including explicit attention to the culture, history, values, 

assets, and needs of the community) are integrated into the principles and tools of 

implementation science to facilitate quality implementation of effective programs for a 

specific community or group of communities (Woo, DuMont, & Metz, 2019). 

 
Implementation science, the multi-disciplinary study of methods and strategies to 

promote use of research findings in practice, seeks to address this by providing 

frameworks to guide creation of conditions and activities that facilitate use of 

evidence-based practices (Eccles & Mittman, 2006). 

 
 

TIP: When utilizing the hyperlinks in this document… 
 
Right-Click on the Hyperlink: 

• Hover your cursor over the hyperlink. 

• Right-click (or secondary click) on the hyperlink. 
Select "Open Link in New Tab" or Similar: 

• A context menu will appear. Look for an option that says "Open Link in New 
Tab" or something similar. 

• Click on that option. 
 
*Note: If your PDF viewer doesn't support opening hyperlinks in a new tab, the hyperlink 
may open in the same tab or window. 
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In 2005, the National Implementation Research Network released a monograph (Fixsen, 

Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005) synthesizing implementation research 

findings across a range of fields. Based on these findings, the evolving field of research, 

and their own practice evidence, NIRN developed five overarching frameworks referred 

to as the Active Implementation Frameworks. 

 
Active Implementation Frameworks 

● Usable Innovations 

● Implementation Stages 

● Implementation Drivers 

● Implementation Teams 

● Improvement Cycles 

https://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/resources/implementation-research-synthesis-literature
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Framework 1: Usable Innovations 

Innovations (i.e., evidence-based programs or practices) need to be teachable, 

learnable, doable and readily assessed in practice. 

 
Before implementing an evidence-based practice, it is vital to have a clear 

understanding of the program and its suitability for your agency or organization. It is 

necessary to have sufficient detail about the evidence-based practice so that you can 

train staff and administrators to use it competently; measure the use of the practice with 

fidelity or integrity; and replicate it across all of your implementing sites such as 

classrooms, schools, and districts (Fixsen, Blase, Metz, & Van Dyke, 2013; Metz, 2016). 

The following criteria need to be in place to ensure that your evidence-based practice is 

usable: 

 

● Clear description of the program 

● Clear essential functions that define the program 

● Operational definitions of program components 

● Practical Fidelity Assessment 
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Description & Components: Clear Descriptions of the Program 

 
Not every evidence-based program or practice is a good fit with the beliefs, values and 

philosophy of your education agency or organization. Having a good description of a 

program and its foundations is necessary so that administrators and staff can make 

informed choices about what to use. The Hexagon Tool used during the Exploration 

Stage provides some guidance for assessing the fit of an evidence-based program or 

practice with the goals and needs of an organization. Using the Hexagon Tool with a 

race equity lens can prompt teams to consider potential impacts of the program or 

practice on the focus population and whether or not implementation of the program or 

practice could advance equitable outcomes for all individuals. 

 

Additionally, make sure that you can identify these components: 

 

Clear Philosophy, Values and Beliefs: The philosophy, values and beliefs that underlie 

the program provide the guidance for all educational and program decisions and 

evaluations, and are used to promote consistency, integrity and sustainable effort 

across classrooms, schools and districts. 

 

Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria that define the population for which the program is 

intended. The criteria define which students are most likely to benefit when the program 

is used as intended. 

 

Description & Components: Clear Essential Functions 

 
Once an evidence-based practice or program has a clear description, it is important to 

identify essential functions by considering the key components that must be present to 

say that an evidence-based practice is being used. For example, providing behavior 

specific praise requires both an affirmation and description of the behavior. Without 

either of those components, that comment is no longer considered behavior specific 

praise. Program components are often thought of as the big rocks or key ingredients 

that make up an evidence-based practice. 

 

The speed and effectiveness of implementation may depend upon knowing exactly what 

has to be in place to achieve the desired results for students, families, and communities. 

Knowing the core intervention components also lead to confident decisions about what 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-the-hexagon-tool/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-stages/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-stages/
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can be adapted to suit your school or district and facilitate measurement of 

effectiveness. 

 

Definitions & Fidelity: Operational Definitions 

 
Knowing the program components is a good start. The next step is to express each core 

program component in terms that can be taught, learned, done in practice, and 

assessed in practice. Engagement, for example, is fundamental to interactive 

innovations or evidence-based practice. What does this mean for teachers? What 

should they say and do to ensure the engagement of all students? What should be done 

to promote equitable benefits of the practice/program being implemented? 

 

Practice Profiles describe the core program components that allow an evidence-based 

program or practice to be teachable, learnable, and doable in practice, and promote 

consistency across educators at the classroom, building, and district levels. 

 

Definitions & Fidelity: Practical Fidelity Assessment 

 
How well are educators saying and doing those things that are in keeping with the 

program components and with the intentions behind the evidence-based program or 

practice? Are the intended outcomes being realized? An effective Fidelity Assessment 

provides evidence that the program is being used as intended and is resulting in the 

desired outcomes. 

 

Look for these features in your Fidelity Assessment: 

 

● The Fidelity Assessment relates to the program philosophy, values, beliefs and 

program components specified in the Practice Profiles 

● The Fidelity Assessment is practical and can be done repeatedly in the context of 

typical educational systems 

● There is evidence that the program is effective when used as intended 

● The Fidelity Assessment is highly correlated with intended outcomes for students 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-practice-profiles/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/practice-profile-planning-tool/
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Framework 2: Implementation Stages 

 
Implementation is not an event. Implementation is “a specified set of activities designed 

to put into practice an activity or program” (Fixen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 

2005, p. 6). These activities occur over time in stages that overlap and that are revisited 

as needed. 

 

Implementation involves multiple decisions, actions, and corrections to change the 

structures and conditions necessary to implement and sustain new practices and 

programs successfully. The required decisions and actions are accomplished through a 

set of Implementation Stages. 

 

Research shows achieving intended outcomes through implementing a 

well-constructed, well-defined, well-researched program can be expected to take 2 to 4 

years. The timeline for achieving outcomes (if at all) drastically increases for programs 

that are not well constructed or well defined. There is substantial agreement that 

planned change is a recursive process that happens in discernible stages (Bierman et 

al., 2002; Fixsen, Blase, Timbers, & Wolf, 2001; Panzano & Roth, 2006; Prochaska & 

DiClemente,1982; Solberg et al., 2004). Conducting stage-appropriate implementation 

activities is necessary for successfully utilizing new practices and for organizations and 

systems to change to support new ways of work. 

 

There are four functional Implementation Stages: Exploration, Installation, Initial 

Implementation, Full Implementation. Stages of implementation do not cleanly end as 

another begins. Instead, stages overlap with activities related to one stage still occurring 

as activities for the next stage begin. Likewise, it is often necessary to revisit previous 

stages when circumstances change (e.g., change in staff/leadership, data identifies an 

area where changes are required). 
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The following section describes each of the four stages in more detail. 

 

Exploration 

 
Outcomes of Exploration: 

 

● Formation of a representative implementation team to guide the work 

● Demonstrated need for practice or program 

● Selection of a practice or program that matches demonstrated needs is 

acceptable to leaders and staff and is feasible (teachable, learnable, doable, and 

assessable in practice) to implement 

 

The goal of the Exploration Stage is to collaboratively determine which practice or 

program is the best fit by examining the degree to which a particular practice or program 

meets the school, district, or state’s needs from the perspective of students, staff, 

families, and community partners. Additionally, to ensure that practices or programs 

anticipated to meet the needs of students and families are actually implemented as 

intended, districts and schools must make certain that they are feasible and doable. 

Students cannot benefit from best practices that they do not receive. 

 

Requirements for implementation must be carefully assessed, and potential barriers to 

implementation examined. During Exploration, key activities include involving a group of 
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diverse Critical Perspectives, forming an Implementation Team, cultivating 

Implementation Leaders and Champions of the work, and identifying potential 

programs. It is also important to ensure that clear program components are identified 

and well operationalized. Even with existing evidence-based practices and programs, 

further development to define and operationalize the program or practice may be 

needed before making decisions to move forward with implementation. Once the 

practice or program is defined, it is vital to explore how it pushes and pulls on existing 

ways of work (e.g., curricula, practices, programs). To ensure a complete understanding 

of potential changes and provide clarity, initial communication processes and messages 

should also be drafted in a Dissemination Plan. 

 

Installation Stage 

 
Outcomes of Installation: 

 

● The Implementation Team is functioning efficiently and effectively. 

● Infrastructure is in place to support ongoing professional learning and coaching in 

the program or practice. Policies and procedures are revised or developed to 

support practitioners' use of the practice or program as intended. 

● Staff members have access to a system for collecting, analyzing, and using data 

for decision making and know how to use it. The data includes measures of 

fidelity for the practice or program as well as implementation, capacity, and 

outcome data. 

● Bi-directional communication occurs among both internal and external individuals 

to gain critical perspectives. 

 

The Installation Stage begins when the decision to move ahead with a practice or 

program has occurred. In changing complex systems, it is easy to overlook this stage 

during implementation and not be intentional around planning and building structures 

(e.g., strengthening competencies, removing barriers, using data to inform 

decision-making) that will facilitate the successful implementation. Practical 

preparations are needed to initiate the new practice or program selected during 

Exploration. Changes often must be made in multiple settings and systems to 

accommodate and fully support effective implementation. These changes outlined in an 

implementation plan should include activities such as: 

 

● Ensuring financial and human resources are in place 

● Collecting fidelity, capacity, and student outcome data 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/guidance-for-engaging-critical-perspectives/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-teams/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/cultivating-leadership-interactive-lesson/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/dissemination-plan-template/
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● Develop decision-making process using data 

● Examining and modifying policies and procedures to ensure equitable 

implementation 

 

Developing the knowledge, skills, and abilities of practitioners and leaders is vital during 

the Installation Stage. Those expected to implement the new practices or programs 

must receive the culturally responsive learning and support needed to carry out the 

practice or programs as intended. Training, coaching, and data systems are 

conceptualized, created, or purchased to ensure this happens. Well-prepared 

practitioners are more likely to feel confident and implement new practices or programs 

with fidelity. 

 

As a state, district, or school begins and moves through the Installation Stage, the 

implementation teams should revisit Communication Protocols. Given the many 

decisions made, it is critical to seek and incorporate feedback from a diverse group of 

Critical Perspectives most likely to be impacted by the changes. 

 

Initial Implementation Stage 

 
Outcomes of Initial Implementation: 

 

● A small group of practitioners are using the practice or program. 

● Data and feedback are used regularly to inform decision-making and improve 

implementation of the practice or program. 

● Practitioners are beginning to achieve fidelity and improve the quality of 

implementation efforts. 

● Evidence exists that implementation of the practice or program is feasible. 

 

The Initial implementation Stage begins when a group of practitioners begins using the 

new practice or program. Examining the infrastructure planned during installation and 

formed during initial implementation will give implementation teams the opportunity to 

course-correct and pinpoint inequities that need correcting before implementation 

progresses. 

 
During this stage, key activities include intensive coaching to help practitioners through 

this awkward period of growth and change. As problems emerge, the Implementation 

Team develops and engages in strategies to promote continuous improvement and 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-communication-protocol-linking-teams/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/guidance-for-engaging-critical-perspectives/
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Rapid-Cycle Problem-Solving. Teams should use data to assess the quality of 

implementation, identify problems and solutions, and inform decision-making. It is 

critical to address barriers and develop systemic solutions quickly rather than allowing 

issues to re-emerge and reoccur. While addressing barriers in this stage, teams and 

practitioners should examine how equity (racial and other forms of discrimination) are 

impacting implementation and outcomes at all levels of the system. Centering equity will 

allow for the implementation to create equitable outcomes for all. The processes for 

doing so are discussed later in the Improvement Cycles section. 

 
Often, attempts to implement a new practice or program falter (or end) during 

installation or initial implementation. Implementation may struggle because everyone is 

learning, and challenges emerge as the status quo is changed. As the most fragile 

stage, initial implementation requires teachers to remain intentional and purposefully 

choose not to revert to previous practices. 

 
As with every stage of implementation, communication is vital to the success of a 

practice or program. Providing feedback loops and communicating progress and 

improvement strategies to a diverse group for critical perspective will help the 

decision-making process expand the practice or program that much easier. 

 

Full Implementation Stage 

 
Outcomes of Full Implementation: 

 

● Data are used regularly to inform decision-making and improve implementation 

of the practice or program. 

● Sustained use of the practice or program with all practitioners delivering with 

fidelity and ease 

● Evidence that identified outcomes are improving through the use of the practice 

or program. 

 

Full implementation occurs as practitioners skillfully implement the new practice or 

programs and outcomes are achieved. The practice or program is now the new way of 

work, and lessons learned from the state agency to the classroom become integrated. 

In Full Implementation, the system is mostly recalibrated as processes and procedures 

are in place to support the new way of work. The time it takes to move from initial 

implementation to full implementation will vary depending upon the complexity of the 

new practice or program, the development of the infrastructure to support practitioners, 

and the availability of implementation support and resources. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-improvement-cycles/
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Framework 3: Implementation Drivers 

 
The next Active Implementation Framework we would like to discuss is Implementation 

Drivers. Implementation Drivers facilitate and ensure the success of initiatives. They are 

based on common features that exist among many successfully implemented programs 

and practices. 

 

The structural components and activities that make up each Implementation Driver are 

the core components needed to initiate, support, and sustain classroom, building, and 

district-level change. It is imperative that each Driver is developed using the strengths of 

the community and attends to the necessary actions to advance equitable outcomes for 

all students and families. 
 

 

 

There are two types of Implementation Drivers: 

 

● Competency Drivers 

● Organization Drivers 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/drivers-ed-short-series/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/drivers-ed-short-series/
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It is important to note that leadership is foundational to Implementation Drivers and 

implementation work in general. Leadership is needed at all levels of the system to not 

only keep work moving forward by managing change, but also support teams and 

practitioners in removing barriers to implementation. When integrated and used 

collectively, these drivers ensure high-fidelity and sustainable program implementation. 

 
Leadership 

 
Leadership is foundational to the work of implementation. Volumes have been written 

about effective leadership, and there is strong agreement about the importance of 

knowledgeable and engaged leadership. Within the Active Implementation Frameworks, 

we are focused on the role rather than the authority position of a leader. We emphasize 

technical and adaptive leadership strategies because there are data to indicate that the 

ability to engage in such leadership impacts student achievement. This does not mean 

that many other aspects of leadership are not important. It is critical that leadership 

development efforts focus on building the leadership of staff and empowering 

implementation teams to make decisions. 

 
Competency Drivers 

 
Competency drivers are activities to develop, improve, and sustain practitioners’, 

administrators’, and support staff’s ability to put programs and innovations into practice 

to benefit the students. 

 
The four competency drivers include Selection, Training, Coaching, and Fidelity 

Assessment. Collectively they can effectively provide professional development that 

makes a difference for both practitioners and students. 

 
Selection — Effective staffing requires the specification of required knowledge, skills, 

and abilities that relate to program-specific needs. This means specifying skills and 

abilities that are prerequisites for the work ahead and determining those that will be 

developed once the person is hired. 

 
The criteria initially are used to select candidates among those already employed in a 

school or district who will be among the first to implement the innovation. Subsequently, 

each new hiring opportunity is an opportunity to select with implementation in mind. 

 
Once requirements have been identified, schools and districts must identify methods for 

recruiting candidates who possess these skills and abilities and protocols for 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/cultivating-leadership-interactive-lesson/
https://hml.fpg.unc.edu/Player/12911819
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interviewing and criteria for selecting teachers, practitioners, administrators, and even 

program or practice leads. 

 
Training/Professional Learning — Teachers, practitioners, administrators, and staff 

need to learn when, how, and with whom to use new skills and practices. Training 

should: 

 
● Provide information related to the theory and underlying values of the program or 

practice 

● Use training processes grounded in adult learning theory to actively engage 

participants 

● Introduce the components of and rationales for key practices 

● Provide opportunities to practice and re-practice new skills and receive feedback 

in a safe and supportive learning environment 

 
Coaching — Most new skills can be introduced in training but must be practiced and 

mastered on the job. Coaching is the key. Districts and schools should: 

 
● Develop a system for coaching that ensures a commitment and structure to 

coaching processes and tools 

● Actively develop and implement Coaching Service Delivery Plans that detail what 

is being coached, what evidence-based coaching strategies are being employed, 

and the logistics of a coaching cycle 

● Use multiple sources of data to provide feedback to practitioners and always 

include direct observation 

● Use coaching data and information from coaches to inform training 

improvements and improve organizational supports 

 
Fidelity — Using the evidence-based program or practice as intended is both a driver 

or facilitator of effective implementation and an outcome of fully engaging all of the 

Drivers. This means that the entire organization is accountable for instructional or 

program quality. Teachers and other practitioners are not in it alone. Districts and 

schools should develop and implement transparent Fidelity Assessments, use multiple 

sources of data to assess fidelity, institute positive recognition so assessments are seen 

as an opportunity to improve fidelity and use Fidelity Assessment data to improve 

practice fidelity, organizational and system supports. 

https://modules.fpg.unc.edu/sisep/de-coaching/story.html
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/coaching-service-delivery-plan-template/
https://hml.fpg.unc.edu/Player/3HCFB6fG
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/activity-developing-a-fidelity-assessment/
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Organization Drivers 

 
Organization Drivers are used to develop the supports and infrastructures needed to 

create a Hospitable Environment for new programs and practices. These supports may 

need to be developed across the building and district levels. Let’s briefly touch on each 

component. 

 
Decision-Support Data Systems — Better decisions are made when data are 

available to inform the decision-making process. A functional decision-support data 

system includes quality assurance data, fidelity data, and outcome data. Data need to 

be reliable, reported frequently, built into everyday routines, accessible at the classroom 

and building levels, and used to make decisions at the student, teacher, and building 

level. Data should include both quantitative and qualitative indicators, centering on the 

experiences of practitioners, students, and families. 

 
Facilitative Administration — Facilitative administration describes how leaders use 

various strategies to ‘facilitate’ the use of the program or practice. They use a wide 

range of data to inform decision-making to support the overall implementation 

processes and keep staff organized and focused on achieving the desired outcomes. 

The goal is to break down internal barriers and make the work of staff easier and less 

burdensome. This means that leaders and their teams proactively look for ways to: 

 
● Secure needed resources 

● Use data to identify and effectively address challenges 

● Develop clear Communication Protocols and functional feedback loops 

● Adjust and develop policies, procedures, and guidelines to support the new way 

of work 

● Make changes to roles, functions, and structures to accommodate the program 

or practice 

 
Systems Interventions — Systems intervention describes how leaders actively 

collaborate with external partners to secure the resources necessary to support and 

sustain the program or practice. Systems Intervention strategies engage external 

systems or levels of the education system that are not under the immediate control of 

the administrators to identify, communicate and resolve systemic issues and barriers. 

Resources, policies, communication, and systems support need to be aligned to support 

implementation. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/activity-creating-hospitable-environments/
https://modules.fpg.unc.edu/sisep/de-dsds/story.html
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-communication-protocol-linking-teams/
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Integrated and Compensatory 

 
A key feature to keep in mind regarding the drivers is their integrated and compensatory 

nature. 

 
Integrated – means the philosophy, goals, knowledge, and skills related to the new 

program or practice are consistently and thoughtfully expressed in each of the 

Implementation Drivers. For example, if the use of data for progress monitoring is an 

important key feature of the program or practice, then comfort and experience using 

data will show up in the selection process, be part of training, focus on coaching, and be 

measured in fidelity protocols. Similarly, the decision-support data system will function to 

provide timely, reliable data; the building and district administrators will ensure that 

resources are allocated to the data function, and barriers to creating such systems that 

are beyond the school level are communicated to the district and from the district to the 

state as necessary. 

 
Compensatory – means that the skills and abilities not acquired or supported through 

one Driver can be compensated for by using another Driver. Let's continue with the 

example of data-based progress monitoring. If teachers and other school staff do not 

have experience with data at the point of hire but are enthusiastic about learning to use 

data, training can compensate for skills not present. Similarly, only so much can be 

learned during training, no matter how well done. Coaching and fidelity monitoring can 

compensate for the different skill levels that are achieved through training. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/voices-from-the-field-video-series-integrated-compensatory/


 

Active Implementation Overview  17  

 

Framework 4: Implementation Teams 
 

Implementation Teams leverage implementation science principles, to support the 

widespread use of evidence-based programs and practices. Implementation Teams 

must also attend to equity at each step in the implementation process. 

 
Historically, educational systems have not been successful in closing the 

research-to-practice gap when implementing evidence-based programs for children and 

families. Often administrators, teachers, or other staff are left to make use of research 

findings on their own. In some systems, implementation is supported by providing 

one-time training, manuals, or websites to “help” implementation happen in real-world 

settings. Both approaches have been found to be insufficient for promoting the full and 

effective use of programs and practices (Aladjem & Borman, 2006; Fairweather, 

Sanders & Tornatzky, 1979b; Glisson, 2007; Green, 2008; Greenhalgh et al., 2004; 

Joyce & Showers, 2002; Lynch et al., 2018; Rossi & Wright, 1984; Tornatsky et al., 

1980). 

 
Effective implementation is characterized by a team accountable for “making it happen.” 

In this approach, expert Implementation Teams play a role in actively supporting 

implementation of a new program or practices. There is evidence that creating 

Implementation Teams that intentionally work to implement programs and practices 

results in more efficient, higher-quality implementation. 

 
Implementation Teams provide an internal support structure to move selected programs 

and practices through the Implementation Stages. They also ensure that the 

implementation infrastructure, as detailed in the Implementation Drivers discussed 

earlier, is effectively used to support the programs and practices. 

 
Basic Functions of Implementation Teams include: 

 
● Increasing collaboration and readiness 

● Analyzing the strengths and needs of the organization 

● Selecting innovations based on identified needs and root causes 

● Installing and sustaining the Implementation Drivers (e.g., Coaching, Training, 

Data Systems) 

● Assessing and reporting on fidelity, capacity, and outcomes 

● Ensuring equity in implementation 

● Utilizing system change best practices 

● Building linkages with Critical Perspectives and partners 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-teams/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-stages/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-drivers/
https://modules.fpg.unc.edu/sisep/de-coaching/story.html
https://modules.fpg.unc.edu/sisep/de-dsds/story.html
https://hml.fpg.unc.edu/Player/3HCFB6fG
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/guidance-for-engaging-critical-perspectives/
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● Problem-solving and promoting sustainability 

 
Too often programs and practices rely on just a champion or two. Champions can move 

on to new challenges and programs come and go with individuals. An advantage of 

relying on Implementation Teams is that the team collectively has the knowledge, skills, 

abilities, and time to succeed and sustain the work. The team embodies the capacity 

needed to implement well and maintain and improve programs and practices over time 

and across the staff. 

 
Implementation Teams build and work to sustain capacity to realize the goals identified 

through critical perspectives. The teams should be diverse, and representative of the 

population and community served and the intended beneficiaries of the proposed 

changes. Team members should have the voice and power to make the needed 

recommendations. 

 
Ideal core competencies of an Implementation Team include the ability to: 

 
● Engage, collaborate, and build relationships with leadership and those with 

critical perspective 

● Build effective teams through development and management 

● Facilitate change through implementation training and coaching 

● Analyze data for informed decision making and to support complex change 

● Understand the components of the selected program or practice and the 

connection to outcomes 

 
Multiple Implementation Teams, purposefully linked across different levels of the system 

strengthen capacity, communication, and problem-solving in larger-scale change efforts. 

The functions of each team within a linked teaming structure need to be clearly defined 

and known to all other teams. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-improvement-cycles/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-teams-in-education/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-communication-protocol-linking-teams/
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One way to ensure effective collaboration across multiple teams is through the 

development of Practice-Policy Feedback Loops. The development of these loops 

provides a specific pathway or channel for sending and receiving information and 

feedback, as well as lifting barriers, promoting solutions, and celebrating successes. 

Voices and diverse perspectives from the practice level (Practice Informed Policy) are 

heard and inform leaders so that they can ensure that policy, procedures, resources, 

etc. enable innovative practices to occur in classrooms, schools, and districts (Policy 

Enabled Practice) as intended. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-improvement-cycles/
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Framework 5: Improvement Cycles 
 

Implementation Teams use Improvement Cycles to change on purpose. Improvement 

Cycles are based on a Plan, Do, Study, Act process. 

 
While there are many models for continuous improvement, Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) 

Cycles provide Implementation Teams with a framework for problem-solving barriers. 

Many times, implementers, support staff, and teams experience similar, consistent 

barriers to implementing an evidence-based program or practice as intended. These 

barriers include lack of training, inadequate communication, low buy-in, and ineffective 

coaching, among others. Implementation Teams employ PDSA cycles to intentionally 

identify, problem-solve, and address these barriers and improve implementation. 
 

 

 

 
The PDSA cycles consist of four phases: 

 
● Plan - identify barriers or challenges, using multiple data points, and specify the 

plan to move programs or innovations forward and identify the outcomes that will 

be monitored, 

● Do - carry out the strategies or plan as specified to address the challenges, 

● Study - use the measures identified during the planning phase to assess and 

track progress, and 

● Act - make changes to the next iteration of the plan to improve implementation. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-improvement-cycles/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-the-pdsa-cycle/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/lesson-the-pdsa-cycle/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-implementation-teams/
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In addition, to ensure equitable implementation with fidelity, PDSA cycles should center 

the voices, perspectives, and experiences of those engaged in the improvement 

process (e.g., implementers, students, families, support staff). It is important to consider 

how race, gender, ability, and language are operating. When conducting a PDSA cycle, 

Implementation Teams should also discuss the following questions during each phase 

of the cycle: 

 
● Plan - Who was included in developing the plan and who was not? Have 

students, caregivers, communities, and implementers had the power and voice to 

create and prioritize change ideas? 

● Do - Who is included in the testing? Do those who are doing the test represent 

the diversity of those expected to implement or receive the practice? 

● Study - How are we defining evidence? Are we considering multiple and diverse 

forms of data? For whom did the change work for and in what context? 

● Act - What in our school or district might be preventing this change from 

happening or sustaining? Are there power dynamics or systems of oppression 

that might be preventing success? 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/guidance-for-engaging-critical-perspectives/
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Summary 
 

In summary, students cannot benefit from services they do not receive. Active 

Implementation promotes the full and effective use of evidence-based programs and 

practices so that student outcomes are improved. 

 
Key Takeaways 

 
Active Implementation is guided by five frameworks: 

 
● Usable Innovations 

● Implementations Stages 

● Implementation Drivers 

● Implementation Teams 

● Improvement Cycles 

 
Conducting stage-appropriate implementation activities is necessary for successful 

service and systems change. 

 
Developing core implementation components results in an implementation infrastructure 

that supports competent and sustainable use of evidence-based programs or practices. 

 
Creating Implementation Teams that actively work to support the implementation of 

innovations results in more efficient, higher-quality implementation. 

 
Connecting policy to practice can help reduce systems’ barriers to sustainable, 

high-fidelity practice. 

 
Working together, these Active Implementation Frameworks provide the foundation for 

evidence-based programs and practices to be successfully implemented with fidelity. 
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Resources 
 

Read 

 
● Handout: The Active Implementation Frameworks 

Implementation Teams employ Active Implementation Frameworks in their work. 

Here are the five frameworks and descriptions. 

 
● Accomplishing Effective and Durable Change to Support Improved Student 

Outcomes 
This white paper, released by SISEP and the Kentucky Department of Education, 

shares Kentucky's journey and learnings from using implementation science to 

improve student outcomes. 

 
Watch 

 
● Voices from the Field Video Series (Rationale for Active Implementation) 

Voice from the Field Video Series: Rationale for Active Implementation 

● Voices from the Field Video Series (Evidence-Based Practices) 

Voices from the Field Video Series: Evidence-based Practices 

 
 

Listen 

 
● Implementation Science for Educators Podcast (Implementation Reflections) 

Implementation Science for Educators Podcast: Implementation Reflections 
 

● Implementation Science for Educators Podcast (Integrating Implementation 
Science with Improvement Science) 

 
Reflect 

 
● Activity 1.6 (Frameworks): Module 1 Summary - Implementation Is a Piece of 

Cake 
The purpose of this activity is to have you reflect on your knowledge of the Active 

Implementation Frameworks. 

https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/handout-the-active-implementation-frameworks/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/accomplishing-effective-and-durable-change-to-support-improved-student-outcomes/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/accomplishing-effective-and-durable-change-to-support-improved-student-outcomes/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/voices-from-the-field-video-series-rationale-for-active-implementation/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/voices-from-the-field-video-series-evidence-based-practices/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/implementation-science-for-educators-podcast-implementation-reflections/
https://anchor.fm/sisep-center/episodes/Tip-11-Integrating-Implementation-and-Improvement-Science-e165id0
https://podcasters.spotify.com/pod/show/sisep-center/episodes/Tip-11-Integrating-Implementation-and-Improvement-Science-e165id0
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/activity-1-6-frameworks-module-1-summary-implementation-is-a-piece-of-cake/
https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resource/activity-1-6-frameworks-module-1-summary-implementation-is-a-piece-of-cake/
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● A Practice Guide to Support Implementation - What competencies do we need? 
The Practice Guide to Supporting Implementation identifies the competencies 
that implementation support practitioners need to support the effective 
implementation and scaling of evidence-informed practices, programs and 
policies, to improve outcomes for people and communities. 

 

Apply 

 
● Activity: A Tale of Two Districts 

Individually or as a team to complete this capstone activity. A blank activity form 

is provided. Complete this first, then take a look at the NIRN provided feedback 

document. 

For additional resources, visit: https://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resources/ 
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