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Jerome is in his fifth year as a special 
educator at Oakview Middle School. 
Oakview, located in the center 
of a large urban school district, 
serves a diverse student population 
predominantly coming from families 
living in poverty. School data indicate 
92% of students with disabilities are 
reading below proficient levels, so 
Oakview school leaders have decided to 
make reading instruction a priority in 
the upcoming school year. As a result, 
Jerome has been assigned to teach three 
50-minute remedial reading classes 
each day. The anchor for his instruction 
is a commercially available reading 
intervention program that was selected 
by the Oakview literacy coordinator. 
The program comprises four 20-minute 
components: (a) explicit vocabulary 
instruction delivered on a computer; 
(b) partner fluency practice using 
high-interest, controlled-readability 
connected text; (c) scripted, teacher-
directed comprehension instruction, 
and (d) assessment administered via 
computer. Before implementing the 
program, Jerome attended a 2-day 
summer in-service training to learn 
about the research supporting the 
program and the steps to implement it. 
Throughout the training, the curriculum 
representative constantly reiterated that 
the program must be “implemented 
with fidelity” for it to work.

One month into the school year, 
Jerome is doing his best to implement 
the program as it was presented in the 
summer in-service, but he has made 

some adjustments. First, his class 
periods are only 50 minutes, so he 
cannot implement all four components 
in one class period. Instead, he has 
divided the components into two groups 
and alternates the days he teaches them. 
The vocabulary and fluency components 
are taught on “A days,” and the 
comprehension and assessment 
components are taught on “B days.” 
Second, the program comes with a 
reward system to motivate students. As 
students complete a program component, 
they earn a sticker to put on a sticker 
chart displayed in the classroom. 
Stickers, however, do not motivate 
Jerome’s middle-school students. 
Instead, Jerome has arranged for 
students to earn points for remaining 
engaged and completing assignments, 
and these points can be exchanged for 
free-choice activities (e.g., playing a 
game on the computer, listening to 
music). Third, Jerome has modified the 
comprehension instruction component. 
He hates teaching from a script, so rather 
than follow the script that outlines the 
comprehension skill to be taught and the 
comprehension questions that go with 
the high-interest, controlled-readability 
texts, Jerome just has students sit in a 
group and retell the story. Not all of the 
changes Jerome has made are beneficial 
to students or should have been made 
prior to implementing the reading 
program with fidelity.

The implementation of evidence-
based practices (EBPs) is an important 

topic within special education and has 
received considerable attention in 
recent years (Cook & Odom, 2013). In 
one of TEACHING Exceptional 
Children’s most downloaded articles in 
the past 5 years (Sayeski, 2014), Torres, 
Farley, and Cook (2012/2014) provided 
guidelines for successfully 
implementing EBPs. The general 
premise behind the implementation of 
EBPs is that, when implemented with 
fidelity (or as intended), EBPs will lead 
to improved student outcomes. 
Although at first glance implementation 
of EBPs seems to be a straightforward 
process, Jerome’s scenario 
demonstrates that this is not always the 
case.

The changes Jerome implemented 
are called adaptations, and experts 
assert they are an inevitable part of the 
implementation process (Harn, Parisi, 
& Stoolmiller, 2013; Odom, 2009). 
Adaptations can be considered

deliberate or accidental modification 
of the program, including (a) 
deletions or additions 
(enhancements) of program 
components, (b) modifications in 
the nature of the components that 
are included, (c) changes in the 
manner or intensity of 
administration of program 
components called for in the 
program manual, curriculum, or 
core components analysis, or (d) 
cultural and other modifications 
required by local circumstances. 
(Backer, 2001, p. 4)
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In some cases adaptations can 
compromise the effectiveness of an 
intervention and are referred to as 
lethal mutations (Brown & Campione, 
1996, p. 291). In other cases, however, 
adaptations can make the intervention 
more effective in particular contexts. 
The key is finding the right balance of 
implementation fidelity and adaptation 
of specific EBPs in local contexts, as 
shown in Figure 1.

A conundrum for implementers, 
then, is determining which adaptations 
are beneficial and which are not.

A Framework for Classifying 
Implementation Adaptations

The implementation process consists of 
six stages: exploration and adoption,  
program installation, initial implementa-
tion, full operation, innovation, and sus-
tainability (Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, 
Friedman, & Wallace, 2005). During this 
process, adaptations are most likely to 
occur (a) when an EBP is being fitted or 
installed in a local context, (b) during 
initial implementation, and (c) during 
the innovation stage (Backer, 2001; 
Fixsen et al., 2005). Adaptations occur 
for different reasons and under varying 
circumstances. Moreover, adaptations 
can differ by cause, focus, and conse-
quence (Leko, Roberts, & Pek, in press).

Adaptations Made by Force, 
Choice, or Accident

The adaptations teachers and 
practitioners make typically occur 
either by force, choice, or accident 
(Backer, 2001; Leko et al., in press). In 

the case of Jerome, splitting the 
program so it could be implemented 
across 2 days was an adaptation of 
force because he could not control the 
length of class periods. On the other 
hand, altering the reward system and 
comprehension instruction were 
adaptations based on choices Jerome 
made. In other cases, adaptations are 
simply made by accident. For example, 
if Jerome had forgotten to reward a 
student with points for completing an 
activity, this would be an accidental 
adaptation.

The key is finding the right 
balance of implementation 
fidelity and adaptation of 

specific EBPs in local 
contexts.

Adaptations Made to Core or 
Peripheral Components

EBPs can vary in their composition and 
complexity, with some consisting of 
one core component, others having 
multiple core components, and still 
others having multiple core 
components and peripheral 
components (Backer, 2001). Core 
components are the features of an EBP 
that most likely contribute to positive 
outcomes (Fixsen et al., 2005). 
Peripheral components are cosmetic, 
discretionary, or tangential features that 
could be omitted or changed without 
negatively impacting effectiveness for 
the population of interest (Backer, 
2001). In the case of Jerome, adapting 
the comprehension instruction would 
be considered an adaptation to a core 
component. The comprehension 
instruction, which was one of the four 
main components of the program, is 
now being implemented in a different 
(and less intense) way than was 
originally developed. Modifying the 
reward system so that it is based off a 
point system instead of stickers is a 
peripheral adaptation. Jerome is still 
implementing a reward-based 
motivation system; he has just 
exchanged the type of reward students 
receive.

Adaptations Made to Benefit 
Students or Teachers

Finally, adaptations can be classified 
according to their purpose. Some 
adaptations are intended to benefit 
students and others to benefit teachers 
or practitioners. When Jerome 
exchanged the stickers for points, it 
benefited students because the reward 
became more age appropriate and 
motivating for adolescent struggling 
readers. It could also be argued this 
adaptation benefited Jerome so that he 
could better manage the class and 
execute instruction. Not all of 
Jerome’s adaptations, however, 
benefited his students or contributed 
to successful instruction. Altering the 
comprehension instruction because he 
did not like teaching from a script was 
an adaptation Jerome made to make 
teaching more enjoyable for himself. 
In this case, an adaptation made to 
benefit a teacher may not result in 
beneficial outcomes for students. As 
discussed earlier, adaptations could 
also be made for the purpose of fitting 
a local context. Such adaptations 
would be classified as adaptations 
made by force and do not directly 
benefit teacher or students; rather 
they merely make it possible for the 
EBP to be implemented in some 
capacity. This was the case when 
Jerome divided the program into A 
and B days because the class period 
was not long enough to accommodate 
all four components.

Finding the Right Balance

This classification system does not 
answer questions about whether 
particular adaptations are beneficial or 
not. To answer such questions requires 
evaluating adaptations and how they 
balance or tip the implementation 
fidelity/adaptation scale. Of utmost 
importance is having a sound, data-
driven reason for making adaptations 
and then evaluating ensuing outcomes. 
Implementation research focused 
specifically on adaptations can provide 
some guidance for evaluating the 
potential positive or negative effects of 
various adaptations on student 
outcomes (Backer, 2001). One way to 

Figure 1. The Implementation 
Fidelity/Adaptation Balance

Implementation
Fidelity

Adaptations
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determine and maintain the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of 
adaptations is by using a three-part 
framework: (a) determine type of 
adaptation, (b) use data to make 
decisions about adaptation efficacy, 
and (c) enlist ongoing support for EBP 
implementation. Figure 2 provides a 
list of suggestions to consider when 
implementing the framework.

Of utmost importance is 
having a sound, data-

driven reason for making 
adaptations and then 
evaluating ensuing 

outcomes. 

Determine Type of Adaptation

Across multiple studies and disciplines, 
research has shown that adapting the 
core components of an EBP will 
undermine its effectiveness (Fixsen  
et al., 2005; Odom, 2009). Adapting 
peripheral components, however, may 
increase EBP effectiveness because the 
EBP will better fit local contexts 
(Fixsen et al., 2005). In essence, 
adapting the core principles of an EBP 
is not a good idea. Making adaptations 
so core principles can be more easily 
implemented with fidelity, however, is 
a good idea (Fixsen et al., 2005). 
Additions to programs that do not 
conflict with core components may 
improve EBP effectiveness (Blakely  

et al., 1987; Lieber et al., 2009). For 
some EBPs, differentiating between 
core and peripheral components will be 
straightforward or made clear by EBP 
developers. In many other cases, 
however, the distinction will not be so 
easy. In these cases, it is important to 
make data-based decisions about 
adaptations and their efficacy.

Adaptations made because teachers 
do not like or believe in certain features 
of an EBP should be avoided unless 
data also indicate the EBP is not 
working when implemented with high 
fidelity. Moreover, adaptations resulting 
from teachers not wanting to be told 
what and how to teach are not 
justifiable. Adaptations like these that 
prioritize teachers’ personal interests at 
the expense of EBP effectiveness tip the 
implementation fidelity/adaptation scale 
in the wrong direction (Lieber  
et al., 2009). However, there are some 
adaptations that benefit teachers that 
are more justifiable. For example, when 
teachers are first learning to implement 
a new EBP that is particularly complex, 
they may need to make adaptations to 
reduce their learning curve and ease 
their initial implementation attempts. In 
such cases, teachers may focus their 
efforts on a few key components until 
they are proficient implementing them 
and then gradually add more 
components to their instruction. In this 
scenario, teachers make adaptations 
that reduce what experts call cognitive 
overload (Feldon, 2007, p. 123). Making 
adaptations to decrease teachers’ 

learning curve are understandable in the 
beginning, but as soon as possible, 
teachers should implement all essential 
components of an EBP. Similarly, 
adaptations that (a) increase student 
engagement, (b) appeal to students’ 
interests, and (c) meet students’ 
individual needs are sensible 
(Domitrovich, Gest, Jones, Gill, & 
DeRousie, 2010; Harn et al., 2013).

Use Data to Make Decisions About 
Adaptation Efficacy

When first implementing an EBP, it is 
best to try and implement it with as 
much fidelity as possible. Researchers 
have found that adaptations made after 
an EBP is first implemented with 
fidelity are most likely to be successful 
(Winter & Szulanski, 2001). 
Establishing students’ baseline 
performance by collecting initial 
progress monitoring data will help 
determine whether the EBP is 
producing expected results or whether 
adaptations are needed (Torres et al., 
2012/2014). If data indicate the EBP is 
not helping students reach maximum 
potential, consider adaptations that 
directly benefit students and do not 
compromise EBP core components. If 
adaptations are necessary, document 
what adaptation was made, why it was 
made, when the adaptation started, and 
how often the adaptation was 
implemented. Then, continue to collect 
progress-monitoring data to determine 
if the adaptation is resulting in desired 
changes in student performance. Figure 
3 provides an adaptation monitoring 
chart that can be used to document 
adaptations and their effect on student 
performance.

Figures 4 provides a sample 
progress monitoring chart that can be 
used to record data. Indicating when 
an adaptation was initiated (as shown 
in the model in Figure 5) can make 
data interpretation simpler. Careful 
documentation will be instrumental in 
making informed, data-based decisions 
about whether a particular adaptation 
is justified and should be continued or 
not. It will also be helpful in the event 
other teachers or EBP developers want 
to know more about adaptations that 
were made.

Figure 2. Suggestions for Implementing and Evaluating Adaptations

1.	 Know the underlying principles for why an EBP works.

2.	 Know the EBP’s core and peripheral components.

3.	 Start by trying to implement the EBP with as much fidelity as possible.

4.	 Collect ongoing fidelity of implementation data.

5.	 Collect progress monitoring data to evaluate whether the EBP is working 
for your specific students and context.

6.	 Document any adaptations made.

7.	 Continue to collect progress monitoring data to determine if adaptations 
are resulting in desired changes in student performance.

8.	 When in doubt, ask someone more knowledgeable about the EBP before 
adapting.

9.	 Enlist ongoing support (e.g., professional development, coaching, peer 
observations).
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Enlist Ongoing Support for EBP 
Implementation

Finding the right balance between 
implementation fidelity and 
adaptations is contingent upon having 
a deep understanding of EBPs. This 
includes understanding the underlying 
principles that explain an EBP’s 
effectiveness as well as differences 
between core and peripheral 
components. If you are unsure about 
an EBP and how it works, its 
components, or what makes it 
effective, consult with someone who 
has more knowledge or experience 
implementing the EBP, like an 
experienced colleague, coach, 
administrator, or university instructor. 
The same suggestion applies in 
situations when you are in doubt about 
whether an adaptation is warranted or 

Figure 4. Sample Progress Monitoring Chart

Progress monitoring assessment _________________________ Student _________________________ 

Date of assessment 

S
co

re
Figure 3. Adaptation Monitoring Chart

Teacher/Classroom ___________________________________				          Date _______________

1. EBP being adapted

2. Description of adaptation 

3. Reason for adaptation

******************************************************************************************************

Date Progress monitoring 
assessment data source

Student score Change in performance

Prior to adaptation

After adaptation

Increase   Decrease   No change

Increase   Decrease   No change

Increase   Decrease   No change
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appropriate. Consulting with someone 
more experienced is a practical and 
useful way to problem solve, collect 
and interpret data, and ultimately make 
informed decisions about adaptations.

It may also be helpful to have regular 
check-ins with other teachers who are 
implementing the same programs or 
interventions. It is possible they may 
have adapted the program in ways that 
could benefit your students as well. 
Sometimes it is helpful to observe a more 
expert implementer to learn more about 
how he or she has achieved the 
implementation fidelity/adaptation 
balance. The reverse is also true. Having 
someone with more expertise conduct an 
observation of your teaching can provide 
you with valuable information regarding 
your implementation fidelity and any 
adaptations that might be warranted. 
Finally, continuing your own professional 
development is an excellent way to 
increase your knowledge and skill in 
implementing EBPs. Taking continuing 
education courses, attending professional 
development sessions, working with a 
coach or mentor teacher, reading new 

research or literature on the programs 
you are implementing, and subscribing 
to practitioner-oriented journals that 
publish information on EBPs are all 
excellent resources to support your 
instruction and decision making around 
EBP implementation.

Conclusion

Maximizing the effectiveness of EBPs 
requires an optimal balance of 
implementation fidelity and adaptation 
so EBPs fit local contexts and meet the 
individual learning needs of students 
with disabilities. The framework for 
classifying adaptations presented in 
this article can help educators make 
decisions about whether particular 
adaptations are justified or not. 
Collecting progress monitoring data to 
make decisions about whether or not 
an adaptation is effective is a critical 
component of the framework. 
Adaptations that (a) keep an EBP’s 
core components intact, (b) are 
intended to benefit students, and (c) 
result from teacher data-based decision 
making are most likely to enhance EBP 

effectiveness and promote positive 
outcomes for students with disabilities.

Adaptations that (a) keep 
an EBP’s core components 
intact, (b) are intended to 
benefit students, and (c) 
result from teacher data-

based decision making are 
most likely to enhance EBP 
effectiveness and promote 

positive outcomes for 
students with disabilities.
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