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What Is Implementation Science?
A common language is essential for a common understand-

ing of what is expected. This is true in education, where groups 
as diverse as parents, educators, researchers, and policy makers 
may be striving to achieve a common goal of literacy for all 
children, including those with reading difficulties. Without 
clarity, it is difficult to develop meaningful strategies designed 
to improve and increase our reach to all students. Imple-
mentation science, which has emerged over the past 15 years 
as a prominent discipline within the social sciences, can serve 
as a bridge between research and practice, helping to fulfill that 
common goal. 

It is, therefore, important to precisely define the term “imple-
mentation science” in the context of education. Implementation 
science can be defined as “the scientific study of methods to 
promote the systematic uptake of research findings and other 
evidence-based practices into routine practice” (Eccles & 
Mittman, 2006, p.1). In other words, implementation science 
identifies the changes that must occur within the systems of an 
organization (e.g. building/school, district/division, state) so 
that implementers can successfully use a selected program or 
apply an innovation as intended (with fidelity). See the glossary 
at the end of this article for key implementation science terms.

Why Should We Pay Attention to Implementation Science?
Despite the well-meaning intentions of educators and  

stakeholders, literacy scores across the United States have  
been flat and mediocre, at best, over four decades (U.S. 
Department of Education & National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2016). Simply selecting literacy initiatives, programs, 
or practices that are evidence based or evidence informed will 
not lead to implementation. Creating new polices and initia-
tives to achieve an intended outcome is only one piece of a 
larger puzzle. Whether it be a state law to improve literacy  
outcomes for individuals with dyslexia or the requirement for 
differentiating instruction through a tiered system of supports 
such as Response to Intervention (RTI), a policy or initiative 
does not cause change simply by being a mandate. 

In addition, research has suggested that without implemen-
tation teams using clearly defined implementation methods,  
it takes 17 years (Balas & Boren, 2000; Morris, Wooding & 
Grant, 2011) to move approximately half of an intended new 
initiative into routine practice (Bauer, Damschroder, Hagedorn, 
Smith, & Kilbourne, 2015). Many decisions, actions, resources, 
and reorganizations need to be put in place to create the  
conditions that allow educators to effectively apply new poli-
cies and initiatives. The application of evidence-based imple-
mentation strategies offers a structure for planning, instituting, 
and sustaining practical strategies. By closing the gap between 

policies and intended outcomes and offering a roadmap for the 
next generation, new team members are able to pick up where 
the leaders left off and continue on the right path. 

A Formula for Success
Conceptually, implementation science follows a “Formula 

for Success” (National Implementation Research Network, 
2013). This is depicted as an equation describing three broad 
variables leading to achieve one’s intended outcome: Effective 
Interventions, Effective Implementation Methods, and Enabling 
Contexts. (See Figure 1).

The first variable, Effective Interventions, highlights the 
importance of selecting evidence-based or promising practices 
(including large-scale frameworks such as RTI) that are expect-
ed to produce desired outcomes (e.g. improved literacy scores, 
improved social skills, etc.). However, selecting the “right” 
intervention does not ensure all implementers will use the 
intervention with fidelity or that the intervention will be sus-
tained over time. 	

The second variable, Effective Implementation Methods, 
highlights the important role of a system in providing direct 
supports to implementers (administrators, teachers, and coach-
es) of the selected interventions. Implementers need to have the 
training, coaching, and time to learn the new skills and the 
opportunities to use them. Systems also need to be in place to 
evaluate the intervention and make adjustments to sustain the 
intervention and related processes. 

Finally, in order to achieve the intended outcomes for  
current students and generations of students to come, the build-
ing/school, district/division, or state must leverage or create 
Enabling Contexts. Enabling contexts, which may include poli-
cies, procedures, or practices, provide the opportunities for 
new changes to happen. For example, a dyslexia law at the 
state level provides the climate and context for change to  
happen at the district level.

How Do We Put the “Formula for Success” into Action?
For guidance on actionable steps in applying the Formula 

for Success, one can turn to five Active Implementation 
Frameworks (AIFs; see Figure 2) (Duda, Fixsen, & Blase, 2013; 
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Fixsen, Blase, Duda, Naoom, & Van Dyke, 2010; Fixsen, 
Naoom, Blase, Friedman & Wallace, 2005; National Imple-
mentation Research Network (NIRN), 2013). 

Meyers, Durlak, and Wandersman (2012) conducted a syn-
thesis of the research literature of critical factors necessary to 
create the conditions that led to improved use and sustainabili-
ty of evidence-based and promising practices. They sought to 
explore what factors supported putting a complex and large-
scale program into actual practice. From their review, they 
identified a small number of frameworks that took into consid-
eration each of those critical factors, including the AIFs (Fixsen 
et al., 2005; Duda et al., 2013). The AIFs were organized and 
defined through a review of the evaluation and dissemination 
literature and through interviews with global scholars across 
fields including (but not limited to) health, agriculture, busi-
ness, mental health, and early childhood. An interesting finding 
of the review process was that there were commonalities, such 
as building staff capacity, that are key to implementing an ini-
tiative at a level of social significance no matter the field, and  
at any level of a system. As identified in the review, the Active 
Implementation Frameworks (see Figure 2) encompass many of 
the critical factors identified in the literature review. 

Although the Formula for Success offers a broad model  
that specifies the necessary and related variables to achieving 
improved academic and social-emotional outcomes for all  
students, the AIFs offer specific guidance for how to connect 
evidence-based and promising practices (effective interven-
tions) with an effective and sustainable implementation  
infrastructure (effective implementation methods) that can  
continually improve over years to come. The frameworks also 
help leadership teams recognize associations and leverage 
enabling contexts to engage and sustain the important work. 
The relationship between the Formula for Success and the AIFs 
is depicted in Figure 3. 
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Figure 2. Active Implementation Frameworks

Figure 3. Linking the Formula for Success with the Active Implementation Frameworks

(Duda, Penfold, Wernikoff, & Wilson, 2014)



Effective Interventions
WHAT: The Usable Intervention. The “what” may include  

a new evidence-based intervention, innovation, school- or  
district-wide initiative, program, or policy. The first step to 
achieving positive outcomes for students who struggle with  
literacy is to decide on the “what.” Furthermore, this decision 
needs to be combined with clearly articulating how it will  
look in practice. 

The first AIF named the Usable Intervention Framework 
offers specific criteria that leadership teams can use to select 
and clarify the “what” in order to achieve the desired out-
comes (see Figure 4). Usable Interventions include core 
“non-negotiable” components that distinguish them from more 
loosely defined “whats.” According to Blase and Fixsen (2013), 
in order for the “what” to be considered “usable,” it must 
include the following four components: 

1.	 A clear description 

2.	 Information about essential functions

3.	 Operational definitions

4.	 Performance assessments or fidelity measures 

As a result, in order for the selected “what” to be a Usable 
Intervention, the evidence-based intervention, innovation, 
school- or district-wide initiative, program, or policy must 
incorporate the above four components. This AIF helps refine 
any “what” into a Usable Intervention. 

To improve the successful adoption, stakeholders need to 
carefully consider and articulate what they are asking educa-
tors to implement and what it actually looks like in practice. 
Without clarity, those implementing the “what” are left to  
independently identify core components and make decisions 
on ways to integrate it. A clear definition of the “what” includes 
the development of fidelity measures. The “what” must be 
clearly defined in order to translate it into observable, teach-
able, and measurable behaviors. Only then can it be deter-
mined whether or not it is making a difference. If this is not 
done, for example, interventions may be poorly adapted or 
watered down to fit the current system, existing capacity, or 
belief systems, thus not achieving the intended results.

Policy and decision makers can support district/school lead-
ership teams by providing clarity and assistance to guide pro-
gram selection. If protocols or measures of fidelity do not 
already exist, leadership will need to build in time to work  
with program developers or professional learning providers to 
develop them and communicate them to stakeholders.

Effective Implementation Methods
While clearly defining the Usable Intervention is central to 

change, alone it will not solve the challenges that schools and 
districts face in improving students’ literacy achievement 
(Fixsen et al., 2010). Another critical step is to apply Effective 
Implementation Methods to build and sustain capacity. Effective 
implementation methods support the application of the Usable 
Intervention with fidelity and can be achieved by incorporating 
the remaining four AIFs: 

•	 Who: Implementation Teams

•	 How: Implementation Drivers

•	 How/When: Stages of Implementation

•	 How: Improvement Cycles

WHO: Implementation Teams. Once the Usable Interven-
tion is clearly identified, it is essential to determine the individ-
uals who will have the time and talent to engage in the detailed 
and ongoing implementation work. The form of an implemen-
tation team should consist of a core group of at least three to 
five members who have dedicated time (e.g., part of their job 
description) to address the system changes needed to support 
the new or priority Usable Intervention, have decision-making 
authority in their organization, and have or develop the knowl-
edge and skills to support implementation. If a leadership team 
or other team related to literacy initiatives already exists in an 
organization, it is important to ensure that key functions of an 
implementation team can be met. One key function is to help 
align initiatives within and across their building/school, district, 
or state by removing any barriers such as competing initiatives 
or discontinuing any ineffective efforts. Another function is to 
build on current strengths within the system (e.g., effective 
coaches and coaching supports in place, accessible data col-
lection system). Implementation Teams are also responsible for 
creating pathways of communication with stakeholders, includ-
ing families, community members, policy makers, and other 
Implementation Teams that may reside in the school or district. 

HOW: Implementation Drivers. The Implementation Driver 
Framework offers a research-based method to organize and 
align a system (Fixsen, Blase, Duda, Naoom & Van Dyke, 
2008). Implementation Teams use Implementation Drivers to 
guide their work. Key variables (the implementation drivers) 
help the system support the implementers (e.g., teachers, 
coaches) to use the Usable Intervention with fidelity and  
ensure sustainability. Every organization has some of these 
implementation drivers in place, and some might be strong. 
This framework, however, guides Implementation Teams to 
determine which ones are strong (to build upon them) and 
which are weak (to focus on them). When there are too 
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Figure 4. The “What” Defined
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many weak drivers, programs and practices have a low likeli-
hood of being sustained over time. 

The drivers are organized into three categories (see  
Figure 5), each necessary for successful implementation. They 
are: 1) Competency, 2) Organization, and 3) Leadership.  
A central premise behind this framework is that the drivers  
are integrated.

Competency Drivers (left side of the triangle) build staff 
confidence and competence in the use of the Usable Inter-
vention. These include selection of staff, training, coaching, 
and performance assessment (fidelity). The expertise needed to 
implement the Usable Intervention with fidelity must be 
defined. This is critical so that the Implementation Team can 
make more informed decisions for the recruitment, hiring, or 
repurposing of personnel with at least some of the expertise 
needed to implement the Usable Intervention, as well as plan 
for the training and ongoing support. It is imperative that the 
trainings that implementers attend have a direct link with the 
behaviors needed in practice. If the Usable Intervention is 
clearly operationalized, then it is easier to align training oppor-
tunities to those specific learning targets. Finally, training 
should be accompanied by coaching in order to lead to behav-
ior change or use of the new skills in the classroom (Joyce & 
Showers, 2002). Ongoing professional learning, coaching, and 
the demonstration of teacher proficiency are critical to achieve 
intended results.

Organization Drivers (right side of the triangle) provide the 
structure for ensuring that the Usable Intervention is adopted 
and used as intended, sustained over time, and positioned to 
better weather changes in funding, mandates, staff, or other 
factors. First of all, these drivers include administrative changes 
or supports within an organization such as student and staff 
scheduling, time management necessary to shift new behav-
iors, and the purchase of materials. Organization drivers also 
include aligning external changes or supports to the organiza-
tion (e.g., coaching services from a district-level coach, state 
support to prioritize initiatives). Lastly, the organization drivers 
include decisions about the collection and use of data systems 
for measuring fidelity and student outcomes. 

Implementation Teams use both organization drivers and 
competency drivers in conjunction to develop implementation 
action plans. There must be built-in measures to assess the 
effectiveness of the Usable Intervention and implementation 
processes. Without sufficient data, beneficial educational prac-
tices that are not adequately adopted and supported may risk 
being perceived as ineffective and ultimately discontinued. 

Leadership Drivers (bottom of triangle) acknowledge the 
importance of the leaders who underpin all of the difficult work 
of building a system to implement a new “what” or to improve 
on existing ones. Leaders, with varied leadership styles, provide 
the foundation for selecting, supporting, sustaining, and scaling 
up any new evidence-based program or practice. 

Heifetz and Laurie (1997) recognized that two levels of 
leadership styles are required to address different types of  
challenges that occur: technical and adaptive. Technical lead-

ership is required when there is a straightforward problem  
that has a straightforward solution (e.g., a need to change the 
school schedule to incorporate an intervention period, or buy-
ing more materials for classrooms). Adaptive leadership is 
required when the problem or the solution is not entirely clear, 
or the solution requires a nuanced response (e.g., staff are 
reluctant to use a new intervention). Both types of leadership 
are necessary to move a new intervention forward in the imple-
mentation process. Implementation Teams may be part of or 
directly connected to leadership within their organization and 
work together to overcome both adaptive and technical prob-
lems as they emerge in real time.

HOW/WHEN: Stages of Implementation. The Stages of 
Implementation highlight that it takes time and effort to create, 
or build upon, an aligned implementation infrastructure. To 
help Implementation Teams do their work, this outlines four 
discrete, yet overlapping, stages: Exploration, Installation, 
Initial Implementation, and Full Implementation (see Table 1). 

Over time, implementation processes  
will move from one stage to the next. 
However, the movement is not linear  
and each stage does not necessarily  

have a crisp beginning or end.

Over time, implementation processes will move from one 
stage to the next. However, the movement is not linear and 
each stage does not necessarily have a crisp beginning or end. 
Research has demonstrated that the adoption of new inter- 
ventions will go through an implementation trajectory that 
oftentimes results in organizations falling back to earlier stages 
of implementation (Duda et al., 2013). This can happen due  
to changes in staffing, funding, leadership, or unsuccessful 
attempts at employing the intervention with high fidelity. If an 
Implementation Team begins its work with sustainability in 
mind, the organization is able to recover more quickly from 
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Figure 5. Implementation Drivers

[Fixsen, Blase, Duda, Naoom & Van Dyke, 2008 (adapted)]



these changes outside of their control. When this occurs, teams 
have the opportunity to further solidify positive elements or 
make necessary adjustments to plans that have not led to the 
intended outcomes.

The Stages of Implementation Framework stresses the notion 
that implementation takes time. Research suggests that it can 
take from two to four years to fully and successfully make an 
evidence-based program, practice, or effective educational 
innovation operational (Fixsen, Blase, Timbers, & Wolf, 2001; 
Panzano & Roth, 2006; Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982). A 
challenge that educators sometimes face is allowing a Usable 
Intervention enough time to take hold and become part of 
“education as usual.” Understanding the Stages of Implemen- 
tation can help the Implementation Team make data-based 
decisions in determining whether sufficient efforts have been 
made to continue with the intervention. 

HOW: Improvement Cycles. Leadership and implementa-
tion teams must make many decisions when adopting new  
evidence-based practices. There is much learning, and often 
un-learning, that takes place. This cannot occur in one short 
cycle of change. The educational system, at all levels, must  
create a process that allows for continuous improvement 
(Senge, 2006; Aarons, 2005). 

A key process articulated by Deming (1982), and earlier by 
Shewhart (1931), is the Plan-Do-Study-Act cycle. In schools, 
districts, or states that are applying implementation science 
principles, Implementation Teams can use Plan-Do-Study-Act 
Improvement Cycles as a process for making decisions system-
atically while engaging in continuous improvement. With each 
cycle, implementation should be refined, communicated, and 
documented. This process creates a supportive environment in 
which evidence-based programs and practices can thrive, 
builds a “culture of trial and learning,” and ensures that the 
supports in place are designed to improve student outcomes. 

Enabling Contexts
The final variable in the Formula for Success is an Enabling 

Context. This variable may begin the trigger to making some 
changes or help in sustaining those changes. There are many 
advantages of paying attention to and building an “Enabling 
Context” in each organization. The benefits include:

•	 Fosters a culture of learning;

•	 Fosters a culture of transparency;

•	 Builds and supports leaders at all levels;

•	 Develops and maintains policies and procedures that 
help create “space” needed to focus on implementation;

•	 Develops and maintains policies and practices that 
remove barriers and practices that do not lead to student 
benefits; and

•	 Helps align functions. 

Prior to implementing a new Usable Intervention within a 
building/school, district/division, or state, it is important to 
learn more about the context within which it will be imple-
mented. What is the culture of the organization? What supports 
are available to all involved in the implementation (e.g.,  
budget, allocated time, professional learning)? What policies, 
procedures, and practices can facilitate the implementation of 
the intervention as intended? Likewise, when revisiting or revis-
ing an existing Usable Intervention, it is essential to clarify  
factors that will help maintain and sustain it, including best 
practices needed to replicate a small pilot. 

In both scenarios, fostering true receptivity and connectivity 
through an enabling context in a school, district, and state  
setting is critical. This requires identifying and articulating the 
necessary conditions for successful implementation of the 
selected intervention.

Continued on page 16
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TABLE 1.	The Four Stages of Implementation

Exploration Installation Initial Implementation Full Implementation

Identifying the need for 
change

Learning about possible 
interventions that may 
provide solutions

Learning what it will take to 
implement the intervention 
effectively

Developing stakeholders and 
champions

Assessing and creating 
readiness for change

Deciding whether to proceed

Establishing the 
resources needed to 
use an intervention 
and implement it as 
intended

Identify the first 
implementers

Develop an 
Implementation Action 
Plan

Beginning use of the new 
intervention for the first time

Teachers: Learning how to use the 
intervention

School & District Administrators: 
Learning how to support teachers 
and the greater school community 
in the new ways of work 

Adjustment to Implementation  
Action Plan, as needed

Teachers: Skillfully using an 
intervention that is well integrated 
into instruction 

School & District Administrators: 
Routinely and effectively 
supporting teachers

High levels of fidelity are reached 
and maintained
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Connecting the Pieces
“Usable Interventions,” “Implementation Drivers,” “Improve-

ment Cycles”—the technical terminology can be daunting.  
But the concepts can be boiled down to key ideas. Figure 6 
attempts to do that by illustrating the overlap between the 
Active Implementation Frameworks and the Formula for  
Success. Working across the top of Figure 6, you will find  
the Effective Intervention and Effective Implementation  
Methods variables from the Formula for Success. Below those 
are the frameworks. The enabling contexts box encompasses  
all the frameworks to illustrate its pivotal role in the ultimate 
success of the implementation.

To the left side of Figure 6, the Pro Tip row summarizes the 
essence of each framework and what a leader can do to help 
ensure that the framework is in place (see video for more details 
https://goo.gl/bHwQfP). The next row offers a definition of 
each framework, which is then followed by the “big idea” 
regarding the core function or purpose of the framework. 
Additional details and related tools can be found in the Apply It 
resource section.

Investing in the Future
All educators ultimately share a common goal: to improve 

outcomes for today’s students and prepare them with the skills 
to succeed in careers that may not yet have been imagined.  
A core skill needed to succeed in the 21st century is the ability 
to read. In order to improve literacy rates and, ultimately,  

academic outcomes for students, careful consideration needs 
to be paid to the science of implementation.

As laws and policies are constructed and passed, it is essen-
tial to know that “good” policy is not enough. At the policy- or 
decision-making level, it is critical to allocate time, flexibility, 
and resources for the application of implementation science 
principles. Implementation teams may need to be developed 
that have the time and flexibility to carefully plan how to  
integrate and sustain best practices in their unique setting. 
Leaders at all levels need to have enough information to select 
innovations that align with policies and to ensure that the core 
components are clearly defined so that they can be translated 
into specific actions and outcomes. Education agencies at all 
levels will need to build supports and set expectations for gath-
ering student outcome data as well as fidelity data. Together, 
these can better inform whether the selected interventions are 
in fact making a difference. 

Legislators and all educators play a key role in helping 
well-meaning goals, at the heart of laws and policies, translate 
to expected outcomes. By bringing all the pieces of the  
Formula for Success together—choosing and using effective 
interventions, building and sustaining effective implementation 
processes, and leveraging an enabling context that includes 
practice-informed policies and aligned functions—it is possible 
to achieve tangible results and improve the literacy rates of 
today’s students and tomorrow’s innovators.
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Key Term Synonyms and Related Terms Acronym Definition

Active 
Implementation 

Frameworks
Implementation Frameworks AIF, AIFs

Five core frameworks that embody the critical elements for 
implementation success as identified by research: Usable 
Interventions, Implementation Teams, Implementation Drivers, 
Stages of Implementation, and Improvement Cycles (Fixsen, Blase, 
Duda, Naoom, & Van Dyke, 2010).

They offer specific guidance on how to implement a program in a 
manner that ensures that programs or practices are used with 
fidelity and sustained over time. 

Adaptive 
Leadership

Leadership Driver
Technical Leadership

One of two leadership styles (the other being technical leadership) 
found to be critical when engaging in complex systems-change 
activities. Leaders must adjust their approach depending on the 
types of problems that emerge. Adaptive leadership is needed when 
problems in practice are not easy to define, require people other 
than the leader to resolve, and often require experimentation to find 
solutions over time (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997).

Competency 
Drivers

Implementation Drivers
Organization Drivers
Leadership Drivers

One of three categories of implementation drivers that focuses on 
building staff confidence and competence. Drivers that fall into this 
category include: (staff) Selection, Training, Coaching, and 
Performance Assessment (Fixsen et al., 2010).

Effective 
Implementation 

Methods
Formula for Success

Part of the “Formula for Success” equation (NIRN, 2013).

Methods that support the ability of an organization to implement 
the selected intervention with fidelity by attending to 
Implementation Teams, Implementation Drivers, Stages of 
Implementation, and Improvement Cycles.

Effective 
Interventions

Usable Intervention
“What”

“It”

Part of the “Formula for Success” equation (NIRN, 2013). 

This refers to the intervention, innovation, initiative, program, or 
policy that is selected for implementation based on evidence of 
effectiveness for the population or context in which it will be 
implemented.

Enabling 
Context

Formula for Success

Part of the “Formula for Success” equation (NIRN, 2013).

Policies, procedures, or practices that provide the opportunities for 
new changes to happen.

Fidelity Performance Assessment
Implementing the new intervention (program, policy, etc.) as 
intended by the developer.

Formula for 
Success

Effective Interventions
Effective Implementation 

Methods
Enabling Contexts

Formula conceptualized by the National Implementation Research 
Network (NIRN, 2013). This is depicted as an equation describing 
three broad variables leading to achieve one’s intended outcome: 
Effective Interventions x Effective Implementation Methods x 
Enabling Contexts = Intended Outcomes.

Implementation
Commonly defined as “to do.” In this context, it refers to the 
variables and conditions needed to put something into practice; 
executing the new practice or policy.

Implementation 
Drivers

Competency Drivers
Organization Drivers
Leadership Drivers

Active Implementation 
Framework

One of the Active Implementation Frameworks (Fixsen et al., 2010), 
these guide the work of the implementation teams and are 
organized into three categories: competency, organization, and 
leadership (Fixsen, Blase, Duda, Naoom & Van Dyke, 2008).

Implementation 
Science

IS
Broadly, “the scientific study of methods to promote the systematic 
uptake of research findings and other evidence-based practices into 
routine practice” (Eccles & Mittman, 2006).

Glossary of Key Implementation Science Terms and Acronyms
This glossary reflects some key implementation science terms commonly used. 

Continued on page 18
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Key Term Synonyms and Related Terms Acronym Definition

Implementation 
Stages

Active Implementation 
Framework

Exploration Stage
Installation Stage

Initial Implementation Stage
Full Implementation Stage

One of the Active Implementation Frameworks (Fixsen et al., 2010), 
provides guidance that key actions teams can use to plan for the 
sustainability of any initiative. Teams need to work through four 
discrete yet overlapping stages: Exploration, Installation, Initial 
Implementation, and Full Implementation.

Implementation 
Teams

Active Implementation 
Framework

One of the Active Implementation Frameworks (Fixsen et al., 2010), 
it consists of a core group of at least three to five members who 
have dedicated time (e.g., part of their job description) to address 
the system changes needed to support the new program or practice, 
and have the knowledge and skills to implement it.

Improvement 
Cycles

Active Implementation 
Framework

Plan-Do-Study-Act

One of the Active Implementation Frameworks (Fixsen et al., 2010), 
Improvement Cycles offer teams a clear process for making 
decisions systematically while engaging in continuous 
improvement. The primary processes used to make adjustments is 
the Plan-Do-Study-Act Cycle (Deming, 1982).

Leadership 
Drivers

Competency Drivers
Organization Drivers

Implementation Drivers
Adaptive Leadership
Technical Leadership

One of three categories of implementation drivers that focuses on 
building staff confidence and competence. Drivers that fall into this 
category include: (staff) Selection, Training, Coaching, and 
Performance Assessment (Fixsen et al., 2010).

Organization
The entity taking on the implementation, such as a building/school, 
district, division, or state department.

Organization  
Drivers

Implementation Drivers
Competency Drivers
Leadership Drivers

One of three categories of implementation drivers that focuses on 
organization and systems change. Drivers that fall into this category 
include: Decision Support Data Systems, Facilitative Administration, 
and System Intervention (Fixsen et al., 2010).

System
In an organization, a system is a collection of parts such as the 
infrastructure, leadership, processes, principles, and other 
components that work together to accomplish a goal.

Technical 
Leadership

Leadership Driver
Adaptive Leadership

One of two leadership styles (the other being adaptive leadership) 
found to be critical when engaging in complex systems-change 
activities. Leaders must adjust their approach depending on the 
types of problems that emerge. Technical leadership is needed when 
problems and solutions can be clearly identified and defined for a 
straightforward resolution (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997).

Usable 
Intervention

Active Implementation 
Framework

Effective Intervention
“What”

“It”

The intervention, innovation, initiative, program, or policy that is 
selected for implementation. It includes core “non-negotiable” 
components that distinguish it from a more loosely defined “what.” 

According to Blase and Fixsen (2013), in order for the “what” to be 
considered “usable,” it must include the following four components: 

1.	 A clear description 
2.	 Information about essential functions
3.	 Operational definitions
4.	 Performance assessments or fidelity measures 

©2018 Implementation Scientists, LLC, and Wilson Language Training

Preferred citation: 2018 Implementation Scientists, LLC, & Wilson Language Training. (2018). Glossary of key implementation science terms and acronyms. Tampa, FL; Oxford, 
MA: Author. Retrieved from http://www.behaviorhappens.com/i-sci-tip-1/ and https://tinyurl.com/WilsonIS

Glossary of Key Implementation Science Terms and Acronyms continued



www.DyslexiaIDA.org	 Perspectives on Language and Literacy  Fall 2018    19

References
Aarons, G. A. (2005). Measuring provider attitudes toward evidence-based practice: 

Consideration of organizational context and individual differences. Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 14(2), 255–271. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chc.2004.04.008

Balas, E. A., & Boren, S. A. (2000). Managing clinical knowledge for health care 
improvement. Yearbook of Medical Informatics, 1, 65–70.

Bauer, M. S., Damschroder, L., Hagedorn, H., Smith, J., & Kilbourne, A. M. (2015). An 
introduction to implementation science for the non-specialist. BMC Psychology, 
3(1), 32. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-015-0089-9

Blase, K., & Fixsen, D. L. (2013). Core intervention components: Identifying and oper-
ationalizing what makes programs work. Washington, DC: Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, Office of Human Services Policy, U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services.

Duda, M. A., Fixsen, D. L., & Blase, K. A. (2013). Setting the stage for sustainability: 
Building the infrastructure for implementation capacity. In V. Buysse & E. Peisner-
Feinberg (Eds.), Handbook of Response to Intervention in early childhood. 
Baltimore, MD: Brookes Publishing, Inc. 

Duda, M., Penfold, A., Wernikoff, L., & Wilson, B. A. (2014). Make “it” happen: Using 
implementation science with Wilson programs. Oxford, MA: Wilson Language 
Training Corp. Retrieved from https://tinyurl.com/WilsonIS

Duda, M. A., & Wilson, B. A. (2015). Using implementation science to close the pol-
icy to practice gap [White paper]. San Francisco, CA: Literate Nation. Retrieved 
from https://tinyurl.com/WilsonIS

Deming, W. E. (1982). Out of the crisis. Cambridge, MA: MIT Center for Advanced 
Engineering Study.

Eccles, M. P., & Mittman, B. S. (2006). Welcome to implementation science. 
Implementation Science, 1(1), 1. https://doi.org/10.1186/1748-5908-1-1 

Fixsen, D. L., Blase, K. A., Duda, M. A., Naoom, S. F., & Van Dyke, M. V. (2008). 
Effectively using innovations in OASAS. New York Office of Alcohol and Substance 
Abuse Services Conference, New York, NY.

Fixsen, D. L., Blase, K. A., Duda, M. A., Naoom, S. F., & Van Dyke, M. (2010). 
Implementation of evidence-based treatments for children and adolescents: 
Research findings and their implications for the future. In J. R. Weisz & A. E. Kazdin 
(Eds.), Evidence-based psychotherapies for children and adolescents (2nd ed., pp. 
435–450). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Fixsen, D. L., Blase, K. A., Timbers, G. D., & Wolf, M. M. (2001). In search of program 
implementation: 792 replications of the Teaching-Family Model. In G. A. Bernfeld, 
D. P. Farrington, & A. W. Leschied (Eds.), Offender rehabilitation in practice: 
Implementation and evaluating effective programs (pp. 149–166). London, UK: 
Wiley.

Fixsen, D. L., Naoom, S. F., Blase, K. A., Friedman, R. M., & Wallace, F. (2005). 
Implementation research: A synthesis of the literature. Tampa, FL: University of 
South Florida, Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute, The National 
Implementation Research Network. 

Heifetz, R. A., & Laurie, D. L. (1997). The work of leadership. Harvard Business 
Review, 75(1), 124–134.

Joyce, B. R., & Showers, B. (2002). Student achievement through staff development 
(3rd ed.). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Meyers, D. C., Durlak, J. A., & Wandersman, A. (2012). The quality implementation 
framework: A synthesis of critical steps in the implementation process. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 50(3-4), 462–480. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10464-012-9522-x

Morris, Z. S., Wooding, S., & Grant, J. (2011). The answer is 17 years, what is the 
question: Understanding time lags in translational research. Journal of the Royal 
Society of Medicine, 104, 510–520. https://doi.org/10.1258/jrsm.2011.110180

National Implementation Research Network (NIRN). (2013). Active implementation 
frameworks. Chapel Hill, NC: Author. Retrieved from: http://implementation.fpg.
unc.edu/ 

Panzano, P. C., & Roth, D. (2006). The decision to adopt evidence-based and other 
innovative mental health practices: Risky business? Psychiatric Services, 57, 
1153–1161. 

Prochaska, J. O., & DiClemente, C. C. (1982). Transtheoretical therapy: Toward a more 
integrative model of change. Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 19(3), 
276–287.

Senge, P. (2006). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. 
New York, NY: Currency/Doubleday.

Shewhart, W. A. (1931). Economic control of quality of manufactured product. New 
York, NY: D. Van Nostrand Co.

U.S. Department of Education, & National Center for Education Statistics. (2016). The 
condition of education 2016 (NCES 2016-144). Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved 
from https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2016144

Michelle A. Duda, Ph.D., BCBA-D, is Founder and Presi-
dent of Implementation Scientists, LLC. Dr. Duda is an inter-
nationally known leader in the field of Implementation 
Science and a highly sought-after Systems Coach. For over 
15 years, she has contributed to evolving the field of 
Implementation Science through her role as a Scientist 
(University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill) and Associate 
Director (National Implementation Research Network).  
Her record of success includes coaching over 100 leader-
ship teams implement and sustain best practices in their 
organizations. 

Barbara Wilson, M.Ed., Co-founder and President of Wilson 
Language Training, has assisted school districts with reading 
instruction for 30+ years. Barbara authored the Wilson 
Reading System® for individuals with dyslexia, and two 
other structured literacy programs which help all students 
develop proficiency with their basic skills. As a founding 
member, she is also on the Standards Committee of the 
Global Implementation Society, which aims to develop 
implementation as a profession based on knowledge and 
standards for practice.

Editor’s note: The authors are deeply grateful for the work 
of Angela Penfold, who is currently Director of Strategic 
Program Development at Wilson Language Training. 
Previously, Angela was the Director of the federally funded 
Center on Instruction, which was operated by RMC  
Research Corporation.

Advertisement

IDA Fact Sheets Now Available in Spanish
A series of fact sheets from IDA aims to help students and parents understand and apply for accommodations at all levels of education. 
Our K–12 fact sheet, Accommodations for Students with Dyslexia, is also an excellent overview of accommodations for all ages. For a 
guide to accommodations at colleges and universities, see Applying for Accommodations on College Entrance Tests and Applying for 
Accommodations on Graduate School Entrance Tests. Visit https://DyslexiaIDA.org/fact-sheets/ to download and share.


