
Active Ingredients 
Support for implementation 

Evidence for Learning's (E4L) Guidance Report, 
Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s Guide to 
Implementation supports schools as they prepare 
and implement their plans and initiatives, providing 
them with the tools that will ensure the best 
chance of success.

The guide is designed around a stage-by-stage 
approach to implementation. This summary draws 
together recommendations relating to 'active 
ingredients' and fidelity. It provides further 
information on what we mean by ‘active 
ingredients’, how to define them, and ways in 
which they can be used to support 
implementation. 

We discuss the importance of fidelity and how to 
balance fidelity with thoughtful adaptation.

Introduction

What do we mean by ‘active ingredients’? 

Real-world examples of active ingredients in 
education. 

How do we define the active ingredients for 
our approach? 

Use your active ingredients to anchor the 
implementation process.

Ensure programs and practices are delivered 
as intended (with fidelity).

Make thoughtful adaptations only when the 
active ingredients are securely understood 
and implemented.

What is in this summary?

A.  

B.
 

C. 

D. 

E. 

F.

It is easier to implement an initiative if it is clear 
which features need to be adopted closely (that is, 
with fidelity) to get the intended outcomes.[1,2,3] 

These features are sometimes called the ‘active 
ingredients’ of the initiative. A well specified set of 
‘active ingredients’ captures the essential 
principles and practices that underpin the 
approach.[3] They are the key behaviours and 
content that make it work. 

Generally, the more clearly identified the active 
ingredients are the more likely the program or 
practice is to be implemented successfully.[2,3,4]  
On the other hand, implementation will be more 
difficult if there isn’t a shared understanding of 
what the approach actually involves. Hence, when 
preparing for implementation, it is important to try 
and distil the essential elements ('active 
ingredients') of the program or practice, share 
them widely, and agree them as fixed components 
that are applied consistently across the school. 

Ultimately, the active ingredients can relate to any 
aspect of the initiative that you think is key to its 
success—the critical thing is that you have an idea 
of where to be ‘tight’ and where to be ‘loose’.

A. What do we mean by 'active 
ingredients'?
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Active ingredient: Staff have the capacity
to teach metacognitive skills and
strategies from a plan to strengthen
student capability at Wodonga Senior
Secondary College, Victoria. 

Active ingredient: Teachers have
confidence and capability to work
alongside TAs under the revised approach
to learning support from a plan to build
partnerships at Emmaus Christian School,
ACT. 

Active ingredient: Whole school and
targeted structures are developed support
student wellbeing from implementing a
whole school plan for improving wellbeing
at Monterey Secondary College, Victoria. 

Active ingredient: No grades: Remove
grades from day-to-day feedback from an
implementation plan for the EEF project
‘Flash Marking’ – an approach to improve
marking and feedback in secondary
schools English lessons, developed by
Meols Cop High School in Southport, UK
(example 4).

Active ingredient: Modelling of
reading/exposure to high quality texts
from an implementation plan to improve
reading in primary school, developed by
The Greetland Academy in Halifax, UK
(example 6). 

Examples of active ingredients

As we apply the notion of active ingredients to 
education, we see a similar outcome in terms of a 
well-defined set of desired principles, activities, 
interactions and behaviours. 

In implementation plans developed to support 
changes in their schools, school leaders specify 
active ingredients for an initiative. The following 
examples of active ingredients are drawn from 
implementation plans created by Australian school 
leaders, and members of the Education 
Endowment Foundation (EEF) Research School 
Network in the UK.

These examples link to full implementation plans.
By exploring these you will see how precisely the 
problem has been specified (why?), which then 
feeds through into a sharp description of the 
initiative (what?), implementation activities (how?) 
and implementation outcomes (how well?). 

The active ingredients are described in the second 
column of the Implementation plans.

B. Real-world examples of active 
ingredients in education

https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/support-for-implementation/illustrations-of-practice/wodonga-senior-secondary-college
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/support-for-implementation/illustrations-of-practice/emmaus-christian-school
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/support-for-implementation/illustrations-of-practice/monterey-secondary-college
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/support-for-implementation/illustrations-of-practice/monterey-secondary-college
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Implementation/EEF-Example-of-Implementation-Plans.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Implementation/EEF-Example-of-Implementation-Plans.pdf
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Established evidence-based programs can go to
great lengths to identify, test and refine the active
ingredients for their approach. They are sometimes
identified by reviewing multiple evaluations of a
program, or by mapping the underlying logic in
great detail. Ideally, these active ingredients can
then be scientifically tested to find out which
elements really make a difference, and which
don’t.

In a school environment it is rarely feasible to work
in such a thorough way, however there is still
value at the outset in defining a core set of
practices that you think are required for successful
implementation. They may not be exactly right,
and should be tested and revisited over time, but it
is a good place to start. One way to begin
identifying the active ingredients for your initiative
is to ask yourself, ‘What are the key consistent
activities and behaviours that will occur when it is
working well?’ For example, if the initiative is
focused on developing pedagogy across the
school—e.g. formative assessment—what are the
core principles, strategies and behaviours that will
reflect its use? The use of formative assessment is
likely to differ across subjects, although there will
be some core consistent features across these
different contexts. 

Here are a few guiding principles when capturing
the active ingredients for your approach:

Get the level of specificity right 

If your active ingredients are too broad then they
can become vague platitudes; if they are too fine
grained they can become overwhelming and
constrictive. Schools have found it useful to set out
the overall active ingredients with more detailed
exemplification in bullets below (see the examples
of implementation plans in section B).

Separate the ‘what’ from the ‘how’

When distilling the key features of the initiative
(‘what’ the initiative is) there is tendency to also
include implementation activities for the initiative
(‘how’ it will be put into action). 

C. How do we define the active 
ingredients for our approach? 

Try and tease these two sets of factors out (the 
Implementation Plan template has columns for 
each—see the editable implementation plan here). 
For example, professional development activities 
should go in the ‘Implementation Activities’ 
column, whilst key behaviours that result from that 
professional development should be captured in 
the active ingredients column. 
 
Treat complex initiatives systematically 

If you have a complex initiative that is made up of 
a number of different approaches, it may be worth 
defining the active ingredients for each approach, 
then creating an overarching implementation plan 
that describes how these various elements work 
together. For example, if you are looking to 
implement a new literacy strategy that is 
composed of multiple elements—e.g. phonics 
program, one to one tuition, homework policy— 
consider their implementation both individually 
and collectively. 

Engage a range of stakeholders in the process

Different people will bring different perspectives 
on what is more and less important. Being 
involved in defining the active ingredients is also a 
way of creating a sense of ownership and buy-in. 

Expect it to be tricky! 

The process of defining the active ingredients for 
an initiative and approach often turns out to be 
harder than you initially imagine. Create adequate 
space and time and consider asking someone to 
chair the process (who is willing to ask searching 
questions!). 

Test and develop over time 

Ultimately, there are limits to how accurately you 
can specify the active ingredients of an initiative 
before its use. Schools should therefore carefully
monitor and assess the implementation of the 
active ingredients during delivery and use this data 
to refine the design of the initiative over time.

https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/guidance-reports/putting-evidence-to-work-a-schools-guide-to-implementation
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Although identifying the active ingredients for an 
initiative is not straightforward, it is worthwhile, 
and will set a firm foundation on which to base the 
implementation effort. Here are a few examples of 
where and how the active ingredients can support 
the implementation process:

Directing the choice, sequence and content of 
implementation activities

It is hard to know how to implement something 
without knowing precisely what that something is; 
yet, surprisingly often, schools head into making a 
change without a precise understanding of what 
they are looking to achieve. By clearly defining the 
active ingredients for your initiative you should be 
better placed to establish the nature, sequence 
and content of activities required to implement 
those ingredients. For example, professional 
development activities—e.g. training, coaching— 
should focus squarely on developing the 
knowledge, skills and behaviours that are captured 
in the active ingredients (see here for more 
information on Professional Development).

Creating a shared understanding of the 
implementation process 

In the implementation guidance we stress the 
importance of clearly communicating what will be 
expected, supported and rewarded during the 
implementation process. This can only be achieved 
if there is clarity on the intended activities and 
behaviours for the approach. Specifying the active 
ingredients provides a way of developing a shared 
understanding of those intended behaviours, 
which in turn is likely to increase faithful 
implementation.

D. Use the active ingredients to 
anchor the implementation process

Shaping the choice of implementation outcomes

Monitoring implementation is a key, and often 
overlooked, aspect of the process. Clearly 
specifying the active ingredients for an initiative 
should naturally inform the selection of those 
outcome measures—if you know what you are 
looking for it is easier to capture it. The Prepare 
section of ‘Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s 
Guide to Implementation’ has more information on 
monitoring implementation. 

Knowing where to be ‘tight’ and where to be 
‘loose’ 

Specifying the active ingredients can help you to 
establish the fixed elements of the initiative (i.e. 
those that require fidelity) and where there is 
scope for adaptation (see sections E and F for 
more information on fidelity). 

Handling problems during delivery 

It is almost inevitable that school will encounter 
difficulties when delivering a new approach. At 
this point, having a set of key active ingredients 
that you can return to can help refocus staff on the 
purpose and nature of the initiative.

https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/guidance-reports/effective-professional-development
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/guidance-reports/putting-evidence-to-work-a-schools-guide-to-implementation
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/guidance-reports/putting-evidence-to-work-a-schools-guide-to-implementation
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A common challenge when adopting new 
programs and practices is ensuring they are being 
used as intended. Staff may like some aspects of 
an initiative more than others and ‘cherry pick’ 
their favourite elements; new ideas and practices 
may lead to unintended adaptations to a program 
that diminish its effect; people may struggle with 
some aspects of an approach and leave these 
elements out. The use of an approach, therefore, 
can vary greatly from teacher to teacher, and the 
educational outcomes they achieve may not meet 
the initial expectations.[5] If we want to enable 
effective change, we need to make sure that the 
core requirements of the innovation are being met. 

Fidelity is the most well-known and common 
measure of implementation. It describes to what 
degree an initiative has been implemented as 
intended by its developers (both in-school and 
external developers). Fidelity can relate to 
structural aspects of the initiative, such as ‘dosage’ 
(for example, the correct number of sessions are 
delivered) or training (for example, teachers are 
trained as planned and receive the necessary 
supervision). It can also refer to more dynamic 
aspects of the initiative, such as whether key 
teaching strategies are included in lessons, or 
whether the delivery of those strategies is 
sufficiently student-centred.[4,5] Reviews of 
implementation studies in education consistently 
report a positive relationship between the fidelity 
with which an initiative is implemented and the 
outcomes for students.[5,6] 

At the same time, it is important to ensure that the 
focus on fidelity is in the right place. Specifying the 
active ingredients of an initiative enables 
educators to identify which features need to be 
adopted closely (with fidelity) to get the intended 
outcomes, as well as areas where there is scope 
for intelligent adaptations.

E. Ensure programs and practices 
are delivered as intended (with 
fidelity) 

Embracing a notion of active ingredients naturally
acknowledges the significance of ‘flexible
elements’—those features or practices within an
initiative that are not directly related to the theory
and mechanism of change, and where there is
scope for local adaptations. 

Local adaptations to initiatives are almost
inevitable, particularly in schools where
professional flexibility and autonomy are highly
valued.[4] Staunch supporters of ‘fidelity’ have
tended to view such adaptations as failures of
implementation, however, this may be taking too
pessimistic a view. Although the evidence base
isn’t robust, there is an increasing body of research
showing that local adaptations can potentially be
beneficial to implementation, encouraging buy-in
and ownership, and enhancing the fit between an
initiative and the local setting.[4] Novel additions
to initiatives—in contrast to modifications—are
likely to be most beneficial. 

Too much flexibility can be damaging, however,
with over-modification resulting in lack of impact,
particularly where modifications are made to the
core components of the initiative.[2] As such,
teachers shouldn’t view fidelity as a threat to
professional autonomy, rather see it as guide to
understanding where to be ‘tight’ and where to be
‘loose’. 

The take-home lesson is: stick tight to the active
ingredients of an initiative until they are securely
understood, characterised, and implemented, and
only then begin to introduce local adaptations.

F. Make thoughtful adaptations only 
when the active ingredients are 
securely understood and 
implemented 



Notes:

This summary has been adapted from the EEF's resource 'Active Ingredients - implementation theme'.  
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