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Ready, Set, Whoa

Planning Tools for Implementation with Karen Blase

Jill Giacomini: Hi, I’m Jill Giacomini with the Technical Assistance Center on Social Emotional Intervention for Young Children, also known as the TACSEI Center.  We are here today talking with Karen Blase from the National Implementation Research Network about what it takes to successfully implement new programs, best practices and frameworks, that promote the social and emotional well being of young children.  Thanks for being with us today, Karen. 

Karen Blase: Thanks, Jill.  It’s good to be here with you. 

JG: Research tells us a lot about what young children need to develop in healthy ways and to get their social and emotional needs met.  How do we put that research into practice so that young children benefit?

KB: That’s a great question, Jill.  We need to know both what works, in terms of the science, to benefit children, and we need to know how to make it come to life in the real world.  So, we need to look at both halves of this.  We need to know what the science tells us, and we need to know the quality of the research that’s being done.  And then, the hard part, but a very doable part, is you need to know how to change practice, organizations and systems so that we can successfully implement what works.  We used to talk to people just about changing front line practice, but now we really talk to them about the fact that you need to change practice, you need to make an organization that is hospitable to the new practice, and you need to change the system so the system can actually support, fund, and host these new ways of work.  So, we really need to understand the conditions under which these programs can work.  
The other thing that’s important to be successful is that we have to have programs and practices and frameworks that are well operationalized.  Now, what do we mean when we say “well operationalized”?  Well, there’s only so much we can learn from research articles.  They have page limits, they have a certain scientific way that they want you to write, and so you can’t learn everything you need to learn from just reading the research article.  You don’t always have room in those articles to tell people exactly, how did you create the independent variables?  How did you create the program that got the results?  So, when you have a well operationalized program, you know what’s being said, who does what for whom, what does a front line child care worker say and do differently with young children than they did before?  What does the supervisor need to do differently than they did before?  How does the classroom need to be arranged differently?  What materials are going to be needed?  What resources are required?  People also need to know what help is available to get these changes made.  We’re pretty clear from looking at many implementation efforts that people are not going to be able to do this on their own.  They are going to need qualified help to help them make these kinds of changes—they need qualified TA providers, implementers, researchers—to help them get this work done.  
So, they need to know how much of this help is available and how often it’s been done in the real world.  And, very importantly, they need to understand what are the theoretical underpinnings of the project, of the work, of the framework?  Why does this program work?  Because what can happen if you don’t really understand why the program works well, then people are more likely to adapt out or get rid of things that might be very important and very effective for the program.  So, people need to understand the theory behind it, but they also need to have it well operationalized so that people know what to say and do differently than before.  And I think the pyramid model has done a good job of both paying attention to the research and helping people learn what to say and do differently in their childcare settings—and how to look at the systems at organizational levels.  So, we need to change practices, change organizations, change systems.  We need to know what works, and we need to know how it works. 

JG: Karen, what are some of the key issues that people should consider as they begin thinking about implementing best practices, or an innovation that is research based?

KB: Well, Jill, it’s interesting when you look at the science of implementation, because we have the science of these practices, right?  We have the ways we should behave and interact differently with young children to be helpful to them.  But then you have the science and practice of implementation that tells us what we need to know about how to change the behavior of well meaning human service professionals, childcare practitioners, early interventionists, people who do home visiting—how do we change their behavior?—because if their behaviors, attitudes, knowledge does not improve, then children and families cannot get improved services.  So, how do we go about that?  
Well, when we looked at the research literature, we found out it was also important to tell people what does not work.  So, what can you expect for certain kinds of investments?  How can those investments than pay off in changed programs and practices?  So, here are some things that, by themselves, do not get implementation.  
The first one is information by itself.  The research literature is very clear.  Guidelines, checklists, manuals—written material by itself will not lead to implementation of a new program.  
The second thing—and people really don’t like to hear this one. And Jill is plugging her ears now, because she doesn’t want to hear it—is that training alone, no matter how well done, will not lead to quality and sustained implementation over time.  In this country, we spend a lot of money on training—a lot of one shot training that goes on, a lot of what we call spray and pray training, where you spray it out there and then you all hope and pray that something happens as a result of it.  And something will happen.  The data show that about five to ten percent of people who attend such training will actually go back to their environment and do something with it.  Well, why is that?  It’s because of the environmental press.  You go back and everything that’s going on in your environment tells you, “Do what you used to do.  Don’t do this new thing.  It’s hard.  It’s out of sync,” and because you need organization and system changes to help you make a real change in practice.  So, training alone will not work. 
We also know that simply having a new policy or a mandate by itself will not lead to implementation.  It’s important.  You need funding streams.  You need policies that say, “Thou shall do these things.”  But policies by themselves—mandates by themselves—won’t lead to implementation.  So, sadly, the Nike “Just Do It” model of implementation is not going to get us there.  So, the important thing, though, about information, about training alone, about policies and mandates is that while they cannot do it alone—in terms of leading to implementation—they’re absolutely necessary.  They’re just not sufficient.  So, you need information.  You need good training.  You need policies that support, and funding streams that support a new way of work.  They’re just not enough to actually get good, solid implementation into the field.  But people can’t be excited about a new way of work, invested in a new way of work if they don’t know what it is and they don’t know the possible benefits that it might have.  So, these forms of intervention, these forms of implementation are very important.  I’m not saying they’re not important.  They’re very important.  They’re just not going to be sufficient to get to full implementation.  

JG: It’s certainly very helpful to know about what doesn’t work.  Could you tell us a bit about what does work and what is important for people to know about implementation?

KB: Well, Jill, let’s spend a little bit of time talking about the stages of implementation.  And the reason I’d like to talk a little bit about that is that I think we’re kind of an instant gratification society.  And everybody from legislators to program directors to families—we all kind of want instant answers and people to be instantly responsive to our needs.  And that just isn’t possible when we’re doing good, sound implementation.  So, one of the things that people need to be aware of is that there are stages of implementation.  These stages take time.  You can’t skip any of them.  And if you do them right—if your behavior and your activities match the stage that you’re in—you’re much more likely to get a good, sound, high quality implementation of a new best practice.  
So, let’s talk a little bit about what those stages are and what happens in them.  The four primary stages are exploration, installation, initial implementation, and then leading to full implementation.  And let’s just talk briefly about each of those and what happens in them, and sometimes what doesn’t happen but should happen.  
Let’s start with exploration.  One of the things that happens in exploration is that people need time to think through what are the needs in our community for young children?  What are we doing well?  What could we do better?  One of the things that we all worry about with the evidence based craze that we’re in at the moment is that people will just want to go pick an evidence based something to do, rather than really taking the time to say, “What are we doing well?  What are we not doing well?  How do we know that we’re doing these things either poorly or well?”  And then, “Is there a scientific basis for choosing something to do?”  
So, exploration really requires you to do a needs assessment.  It requires you to bring to the table all the people that are going to be impacted by this new change, listening to diverse opinions, building a common vision, building a clear mission, getting all the right participants in the room—including, of course, family members—parents of young children should absolutely be at that table—and then going through a series of investigatory processes to find out what’s out there?  How much will it help?  Has it been done in the real world, and not just in research settings?  Who’s out there to help us do it?  How many times has it been done in the real world?  Can I talk to anybody that has done this real world work?  Can I get—interview people and say, “Tell me what it’s been like to implement the pyramid model?”  I want to hear straight from people who have really struggled through the implementation.  I want to talk to the TA providers to hear what kind of support we might be able to get from them, and what we’re going to need to do in terms of policies, procedures, making space in the room for this new practice. 
 So, exploration can take anywhere from a few months to a year or a year and a half, depending on what you’re trying to decide to implement.  And a very legitimate decision at the end of the exploration period is that it’s a no go decision.  So, sometimes it’s important not to go ahead if you don’t have the resources, feasibility, interest to do it.  
But if you decide to go ahead, then you’re going to get into installation.  And installation is a period of time when you’re spending money, you’re spending time, but no new service is really being provided, yet.  So, this is the time when you’re recruiting agencies.  You’re deciding which staff are going to participate.  You’re training them.  If there are materials to be purchased or equipment to be purchased you’re doing all of that.  So, this is period of time, again, takes time and money to get through.  
After you get the program installed and people begin using it, you go into what we call initial implementation.  And our motto for initial implementation is, “Anything worth doing is worth doing poorly,” because that’s how we all start.  If you think of anything you’ve ever done for the first time, it didn’t really go very well, whether it’s learning to drive a standard shift car or the first time you tried to play a song on your new musical instrument—any of those things.  Any time we try something new we’re not going to do it very well.  We’re going to be kind of awkward.  
So, the goal of initial implementation is really to get people through that awkward stage—give them a lot of support, a lot of coaching, answer their questions—a lot of positive feedback for trying the new practice, a lot of barrier busting where you’re finding out, “What are the things that really are kind of in the way of us using this new program or practice?” and needing to get those barriers out of the way.  Maybe you’re creating new policies, maybe you’re providing additional resources, you’re carving out time for the coaching to go on so that people can really become more competent in the new way of work.  If people don’t get the opportunity to become competent, they’ll stop trying to do the new way of work, because it’s just so much more comfortable to go back to our old way of work.  So, many initiatives fail at this point.  Many initiatives stop at this point, and people just drift back to their old ways of work, because they may have gotten the training.  They may have initially gotten enthusiastic about it, but they’re missing the coaching piece, and they’re missing using data systems to tell us if we’re holding fidelity to the model, if we’re doing it as intended, and it’s missing outcome measures—short term and longer term outcome measures—to see if we’re getting our results.  
So, you need all of those things to build competence in those early stages of implementation.  You need good job selecting who should do this, training people to do it well—very importantly, the coaching piece, and then using your data systems to give you feedback. 
 And those occur not only in initial implementation, but those are the things that get you then to full implementation, the fourth stage.  And what we mean by full implementation is that sixty to seventy percent of your staff are really very skillful at the work.  It’s no longer new to them.  You go into the classroom setting, the daycare setting, the childcare setting, and people are saying, “Oh, this is just the way we do our work.  This is nothing new.  Of course we would all do our work this way.”  
So, those four stages of exploration, installation, initial implementation and full implantation are all needed.  And here are some general things that are important to know about those four stages.  
First of all, they’re not all totally linear.  One does not stop, and then, precisely, the other one begins.  So, there’s overlap.  You can be going into installation while you’re still in exploration.  You can beginning initial implementation while you’re installing.  And you may go back and forth between full implementation and initial implementation.  If you have a big turnover of staff, well, you’re no longer then in full implementation.  You’re back into installation, initial implementation—people are back to being kind of awkward at the work.  You’re going to have to bump up your coaching and feedback systems and support systems to get yourself back to full implementation.  So, they’re not linear.  They overlap.  You can go back to a previous stage if you have staff turnover or if maybe you didn’t do a stage well, you’re going to find yourself going back to it.  
The other thing that’s important to know is this whole time period from exploration through full implementation can take two to four years.  Now, that is not a happy thing for people to hear.  We didn’t make it up.  This is in the literature.  This is really how long it takes for successful implementation.  Sometimes people want it to occur much more quickly, because they feel this press to produce results, and so they want us to make a summative statement of the outcome and value of the program before it’s really ready to be evaluated.  Now, important things—you should always be measuring fidelity and outcomes from the very beginning, but a program really isn’t ready to be judged as overall effective, “Let’s keep it,” or ineffective, “Let’s change it,” until two to four years in, when you can say, “Alright, now we’re at full implementation.  People are doing this in a skillful and routine way.  Now we’re ready to be judged on our outcomes.”  So, that’s something that’s important for everybody from legislators to administrators to supervisors to staff—to know that it takes this two to four year period to get a program up and running.  
The other thing that is important—we used to talk about sustainability as a stage, but it’s really not.  Sustainability is a factor that should be integrated into every stage.  So, there’s nothing worse than getting to the end of a project and the last three months when people are scrambling going, “Oh my gosh, how are we going to sustain this?”  Really, you are talking about sustainability during exploration, as you’re installing it—through to full implementation.  You’re talking about financial sustainability in terms of, “How are we going to get the money to do this work?”  Maybe you’re already funded to run services—but then, “How are we going to get the money for the infrastructure?  On an ongoing basis, how are we going to pay for the training, pay for the coaching, pay for the data systems?”  Because those infrastructure costs never go away—certainly they’re heavier on the front end, but you’re always going to have staff turnover.  You’re always going to have people who need coaching and need additional support, especially as they work with children who have increased challenges.  They’re going to need much more intensive coaching for kids who are at the higher levels of the pyramid.  So, on an ongoing basis, how are you going to fund that type of infrastructure?  And we’re not yet very good, as a country and at the federal or state level, about understanding the necessity of funding of that infrastructure, if we expect to get results similar to the results that were achieved through the research process.  So, sustainability is something that you need to think about all through those stages of implementation.  
So, that’s just a little bit today, Jill, about some of the things that people need to think about as they’re implementing an evidence based program.  They need to know what they want to implement.  They also need to know how to implement.  They need to know their insufficient methods like training, mandates and information—that are insufficient but necessary.  They need to understand stages of implementation and do work appropriate to each stage, and then that to get from exploration to full implementation is going to take from two to four years. 

JG: Karen, thank you so much for sharing with us some great information about what it takes to successfully implement new programs, best practices and frameworks to promote the social and emotional well being of young children.  

KB: Thanks, Jill.  It was good to be here with you. 

JG: If you would like to know more about Karen Blase and her work, please visit the National Implementation Research Network online at http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu.  This podcast was created by the TACSEI Center.  Please visit us online at www.challengingbehavior.org.


Karen Blase is a Senior Scientist at the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a member of the TACSEI team. She is also Co-Director, along with Dean Fixsen, of the National Implementation Research Network (http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/) and the OSEP Technical Assistance Center on State Implementation and Scaling-up of Evidence-Based Practices (www.scalingup.org). The science and practice of implementation and scale-up are the focus of her research, training, and policy work.
Putting Research into Practice





Well Operationalized Programs





Change Practices, Organizations and Systems





What Doesn’t Work?





What Does Work?





Four Stages of Implementation





Summary





Step 1:�Exploration





Step 2:�Installation





Step 3:�Initial Implementation





Step 4:�Full Implementation





Important Things to Know 





Stages are Not Linear 





Implementation Can Take 2-4 Years 





Sustainability Integrated into Every Stage 








