
Review of evidence on implementation in 

education: call for proposals                             
March 2021 
 

 

   
 

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is commissioning a review of the best available evidence on 

implementation in education. The review will be used to inform an update to the guidance report, Putting 

Evidence to Work – A School’s Guide to Implementation, due to be published in autumn 2022. We are seeking 

proposals from research teams with expertise in undertaking systematic reviews, an understanding of the 

evidence base on implementation and school improvement, and experience of examining current practice 

using primary research. We welcome collaborative bids from individuals and teams that can provide this broad 

expertise. The deadline for proposals is Friday 30th April 2021. 

 

Background  
EEF guidance reports summarise the best available research evidence on a particular aspect of school or classroom 

practice and present clear and actionable recommendations (see here). In 2021/22, the EEF intends to update the 

existing guidance report, Putting Evidence to Work – A School’s Guide to Implementation. To support this update, we 

are commissioning a review of evidence on this topic, which will be used to develop and refine the implementation 

guidance report and resources. The updating process will be guided by a panel of academic and practitioner experts. 

 

One of the characteristics of effective schools, in addition to what they implement, is how they put those new 

approaches into practice (Anders et al, 2017). Reviews suggest that implementation can have an impact on school 

practices and pupils’ learning outcomes (Dyssegaard et al, 2017). Unfortunately, EEF evaluations suggest that 

schools have variable, and at times weak, underlying capacity to make, and act on, evidence-informed decisions i.e. 

implement effectively (Maxwell et al, 2019). This presents a potential limiting factor on evidence having a positive 

impact on school practices and outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. 

 

In response, the EEF has moved from providing guidance and support on evidence-based programmes (e.g. 

Promising Projects) and evidence-based practices (e.g. Guidance Reports) to also emphasising the importance of 

evidence-based processes (e.g. implementation, professional development). Since publishing Putting Evidence to 

Work: A School’s Guide to Implementation in 2018, the guidance has become one of the most widely accessed 

Guidance Reports. It features in many of the EEF’s school-facing publications – e.g. Pupil Premium guidance – and is 

the framework on which Research School training programmes and regional partnerships are based. The 

implementation guidance is also being used widely by external school-facing organisations (e.g. Ambition Institute, 

TeachFirst), and from September 2021, ‘implementation’ will feature as a mandatory module across the new National 

Professional Qualifications (NPQs), drawing on the implementation guidance report. 

 

Updating the Guidance Report 
 

Given the central nature of the implementation guide to EEF’s work, and use more widely, it needs to be as robust as 
possible. The science on implementation and behaviour change is moving fast and there is value in capturing the 
emerging insights from recent studies to develop and refine the current recommendations. The review will aim to 
make use of the increased prevalence of high-quality evaluations, including those published by the EEF, in order to 
further our understanding of how to implement effectively in schools. Many of these studies have not yet been 
considered in reviews of implementation.  

Given the educational focus, there are opportunities to draw on other areas of research relating to effective 
implementation, including evidence-informed decision-making, school improvement and school leadership. Equally, 
as research on implementation in education is relatively new, the review may need to draw on implementation 
research from other fields (e.g. social care, healthcare).  

There are also opportunities to make improvements based on user feedback. Research Schools, external partners 
and implementation experts are consistently positive about the guide, nevertheless they highlight a number of areas 
where it could be improved. Examples of issues to consider include: 

• Expanding the ‘Explore’ section to include an explicit consideration of current practices  

• Updating the ‘Sustain’ section to include a decision point around whether to sustain or scale  

• Emphasising the importance of having expert knowledge of the approach i.e. content and process  

• Providing a clear narrative throughout on the role of monitoring and evaluation 

• Outlining the complementary implementation roles that different people play across a school  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/
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An initial summary of areas where the current guidance could potentially be improved, derived from user feedback, will 

be provided to the review team. This will be supplemented by insights from the primary research on current use of the 

guidance (see Review Structure Work Package 2), and from the guidance panel, to generate practitioner evidence that 

will inform the evidence review and guidance update. 

 

The EEF has recently commissioned a systematic review of Professional Development (PD) that will be published in 

October 2021. As PD is an important dimension of implementation, and features throughout the current guidance report, 

we plan to incorporate the findings from the PD review into the updated implementation guidance, so that the two 

guidance reports are complementary. Given the current review on PD, we anticipate that the implementation evidence 

review will focus on other aspects of implementation.   

 

Review Structure 
 

To obtain a rich understanding of effective implementation in English schools, we would like to integrate the best 

available research evidence with insights on current implementation practices, including the use of the current guidance 

and resources. The overarching question that we are looking to answer is:  

 

How should school leaders and teachers implement evidence-informed approaches in their context in order to 

have the best chance of improving pupils’ outcomes?1  

 

We welcome proposals that address these questions as well as suggesting changes and additions, where appropriate. 

In order to answer the review question(s), we provisionally feel that the research project may consist of four interrelated 

work packages:  

 

Work package 1: 

a. How should we define and conceptualise implementation?  

Work package 2: 

b. How do English schools currently implement programmes and practices, and how does this relate to the 

conceptualisation derived from Work Package 1?  

c. How is Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s Guide to Implementation currently being perceived, interpreted, applied 

and adapted across the sector? 

Work packages 3 and 4: 

d. To what extent do different dimensions (e.g. fidelity), factors (e.g. context), processes (e.g. implementation monitoring) 

and activities (e.g. implementation planning) influence a) implementation outcomes in schools, and b) pupil outcomes? 

e. What is the impact of interventions that attempt to improve implementation in schools? 

f. What is the relationship between content (‘what’) and process (‘how’) within implementation? 

 

1. WP 1: Conceptual scoping and Theory of Change 

There is ambiguity in the education sector in terms of what we mean by ‘implementation’2. Consequently, we would 

like to first develop a shared conceptual understanding of implementation, as well as an initial Theory of Change 

for how improving implementation in schools can improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. We are open to 

suggestions on the appropriate research methodology for this strand. We would anticipate that the conceptual 

scoping will refine research questions and search criteria for subsequent work packages. We would envisage 

theoretical evidence to be used to inform this phase of work. Work Package 2 would further refine the initial Theory 

of Change.  

 

2. WP 2: Research on implementation practice, including use of the EEF’s guidance and resources  

Despite the widespread use of the implementation guidance, and generally positive feedback, we don’t have an 

objective understanding of how it is being perceived, interpreted, applied and adapted. In order to refine the Theory 

of Change (WP 1), inform the scope and focus of the evidence review, as well as the content of the guidance report 

(including areas for improvement), we would like to conduct primary research on current use of the implementation 

 
1 This is only a draft research question, and we welcome teams to suggest refinement.  
2 EEF’s current simple interpretation of implementation is ‘making, and acting on, evidence-informed decisions’. 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/teacher-professional-development/
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guidance report. We foresee the involvement of key stakeholders that we know are currently making use of the 

guidance to inform their practice. 

 

In addition to understanding how the implementation guidance is being used, we would also like to better understand 

typical implementation processes in English schools, and the barriers and enablers to effective implementation, as 

theorised in the Theory of Change. We are open to suggestions on the appropriate research methodology for this 

strand, although activities could include: 

a. Conducting primary research, such as surveys, case studies and focus groups  

b. Summarising previous reviews of implementation and school improvement practices, if they exist 

c. Document analysis e.g. examples of school implementation plans. 

 

3. WP 3: An evidence map of research  

This will identify and map studies and reviews that are relevant to implementation in education, including research 

on factors that influence implementation (‘what matters’), the impact of those factors on implementation outcomes, 

school/teacher practices and pupil outcomes, and research on interventions to improve implementation (‘what 

works’). Given the focus on implementation in education, we are interested in how implementation science, 

behavioural science, school improvement and school leadership research intersect and overlap. It may be 

appropriate to contextualise the education evidence in implementation evidence from other fields at this stage. 

 

The descriptive map will provide information about implementation factors, specific interventions, the contexts, the 

types of outcomes and study designs used, and will be a useful resource in its own right. Given the large number 

of studies that may be identified at this stage, it should help us decide which areas of the evidence to focus on in 

greater depth in the 2nd stage of the review. For efficiency, it may be unfeasible to code studies in detail at this 

stage.  

 

4.   WP 4: A systematic review of research evidence 

The review will systematically review an area of research, identified in the evidence map, in order to answer the 

overarching research question. The specific research area will be agreed between the review team and the 

guidance panel, to make the most of the available time and resources. As we are interested in implementation 

processes, mechanisms and factors, as well as the evidence to support those, we anticipate that teams will review 

both quantitative and qualitative research evidence and integrate this evidence appropriately. We are aware that 

the scope of the evidence review risks being unfeasibly broad. For this reason, we encourage tender responses to 

articulate a strategy that addresses this complexity within the available budget and timeline e.g. drawing on, and 

contributing to, EEF’s database of evaluations. 

 

We foresee these work packages to be undertaken through a phased approach and would like teams to 

propose an appropriate way of phasing this work. This should include key decision points to inform the next 

phases of the review, and to enable reflections on the implications for EEF’s broader implementation work. We 

also ask that teams reflect this phased approach in the budget breakdown (see below). 

Please note, that this is only the EEF’s proposed approach. Should a team believe an alternative approach 

and review structure to be preferable, we welcome them to suggest so and justify why in their proposal.  

Scope of the review 
Ideally, the scope for all stages would include implementation across early years, primary, secondary and post-16 

education (age 3-18). The review will focus on implementation in education, although we are open to suggestions on 

how the education evidence should be contextualised in wider implementation research. Ideally, each stage would 

include a variety of outcomes (e.g. teacher and pupil level outcomes). Given the large number of studies that may be 

found using our ideal scope, we are aware that a key challenge in this review is effectively defining the scope. We 

are, therefore, open to suggestions from review teams on how to define the scope, in order to best answer our 

overarching question: How should school leaders and teachers implement approaches in their context in order to 

have the best chance of improving pupils’ outcomes?   

  

Timeline 
Given the complexity of the topic, and the inclusion of systematic review, we are open to discussing the time required 

to complete the project. Ideally, presuming a May 2021 start, we would hope to have a draft review by April/ May 

2022, to be finalised by June 2022. However, there is room for flexibility, and we welcome proposals that can justify a 

longer or shorter timeframe.  
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We anticipate that different work packages may need to be conducted through a phased approach and are open to 

different teams conducting different work packages as part of an overall coordinated bid. 

 

An indicative timeline is below: 

 

Activity Proposed timeframe 

Appointment of Research team and Expert panel May 2021 

First Expert panel meeting May 2021 

Protocol agreed June 2021 

WP 1 July – September 2021 

WP 2 July – November 2021 

WP 3 September – November 2021 

WP 4 November 2021 – May 2022 

First draft shared with EEF April / May 2022 

Publication of final review June 2022 

Expert testimonies, agree recommendations and Guidance Report update May 2022 – September 2022 

Publication of updated guidance report October 2022 

 

 

 

Review process     
The successful review team will be expected to attend an initial 3-hour set up meeting at the EEF in May 2021. In this 

meeting we will discuss the proposed approach and associated timelines. This will be followed by a 3-hour meeting 

with the guidance report panel, an expert advisory group appointed and chaired by the EEF, made up of practitioners 

and academics with expertise in the area of implementation. This panel meeting will be used to confirm that the panel 

is happy with the approach and to use their expertise to inform the design.  

 

Following these meetings, the successful team will be expected to produce a publishable protocol, which should 

outline the approach including research questions, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as other criteria 

including date and language, and the approach to study identification, screening, data extraction, study appraisal and 

synthesis. The template for EEF protocols can be found here. The protocol will be reviewed by the EEF, two 

independent academic peer reviewers and the guidance report panel, before being published on the EEF website.  

 

Given the staged nature of the review, we recognise that the protocol may need to be updated as we progress, while 

we may also use other opportunities to consult the expert panel as the review progresses. For instance, we may 

choose to consult them when deciding which area of an evidence map to focus on.  

 

When reporting, we will also expect teams to use the EEF’s systematic review reporting template, which may also be 

found here. The final report will also undergo peer review and will be reviewed by the guidance report panel. Once a 

draft is produced, the review team will be invited to attend a guidance report panel meeting where they present their 

findings. The panel will use these findings to revise the Guidance Report recommendations and text.  

 

Throughout the project, the successful review team will be able to liaise with Professor Steve Higgins and the EEF 

Toolkit Team based at Durham University - they will be able to make use of any studies that the team has already 

coded as part of the database project and the coding done by previous reviews of EEF projects. 

 

 

Appointment process 
If you would like to be considered to undertake the review, please send a brief outline describing your proposed 

approach. Please also include an overview of your relevant skills and experience, and an estimated budget.  

 

We are aware this is a wide scope involving a mix of primary research and systematic reviewing. We are therefore 

looking for proposals that can demonstrate: an understanding of the existing literature and evidence base in 

implementation, school improvement and leadership; experience and expertise in conducting systematic reviews; 

experience in conducting primary research on current practice; and a suitable research design. If you do not have all 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/evidence-reviews/review-resources/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/about-the-toolkits/eef-education-database/
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these areas of expertise we encourage, and welcome, bids where organisations partner with other teams and 

individuals. 

 

Bids will also be judged on their value for money. We recognise the size of the project and propose a budget range of 

£150,000 - £200,000. However, we do have some flexibility, and welcome proposals to justify higher or lower 

budgets, if necessary. Considering the phased nature of this piece of work, we ask that teams provide a budget 

breakdown either by work package or by phase.  

 

 

Proposals should be no more than 4,000 words, excluding references and budget. If you have any questions, please 

contact Jamila Boughelaf -  Jamila.boughelaf@eefoundation.org.uk . Please send your proposal to 

Jamila.boughelaf@eefoundation.org.uk by Friday 30th April 2021  

mailto:Jamila.boughelaf@eefoundation.org.uk
mailto:Jamila.boughelaf@eefoundation.org.uk
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