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Commentary on "Developing an evidence base for behavioural interventions: A case study of 
the Headsprout® Early Reading programme." 

 
Introduction: Educational institutions confront numerous challenges in effectively integrating 
interventions for individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities in the quest 
for evidence-based practices (Schalock et al., 2011; Sturmey and Didden, 2014). This 
commentary delves into the research journey outlined in the original paper, concentrating 
on the Sharland Foundation Developmental Disabilities Applied Behavioural Research and 
Impact Network (SF-DDARIN) and its implications for practitioners and stakeholders in 
educational settings. Drawing from the author’s professional experience as an educational 
leader with a role equivalent to a deputy headteacher, the commentary aims to provide 
insights and recommendations to help improve daily practice. 
 
The Research Journey: Prior to the present study by Denne et al. (2024; this issue), a previous 
endeavour undertaken by Domitrovich et al. (2008) offered a comprehensive framework for 
evaluating the implementation quality of school-based interventions, mainly focusing on 
behavioural and mental health interventions within the USA. While both studies share 
commonalities, the systematic methodology used by SF-DDARIN sheds light on the intricacies 
involved in translating research findings into practical applications within the United 
Kingdom’s health, social care and education sectors. This nuanced approach provides valuable 
insights that enrich our understanding of the efficacy of behavioural interventions and 
implementation challenges. Both articles acknowledge challenges in implementing practices 
effectively (Denne et al., 2024; Domitrovich et al., 2008). These challenges include difficulties 
implementing evidencebased models with the necessary procedural fidelity, adapting 
interventions to specific contexts and dealing with various additional barriers to 
implementation. Despite concerted efforts to collaborate across academic and applied settings 
to bolster the evidence base, the implementation hurdles for interventions targeting individuals 
with intellectual and other developmental disabilities persist (Denne et al., 2020). Reflecting on 
my experience as a member of the senior leadership team of a special education school 
committed to evidence-based approaches grounded in applied behaviour analysis, I encountered 
daily practical concerns. These included, among other things, navigating barriers related to 
linguistic and cultural intricacies, making necessary adaptations and ensuring staff proficiency 
in varied technological skills to ensure their successful implementation. 
 
Integration of Evidence-Based Approaches in Educational Settings: Educational institutions, 
including schools, increasingly emphasise evidence-based practices in their pedagogical 
approaches (Pellegrini and Vivanet, 2021). This shift is reflected in policy documents, 
underscoring the importance of aligning interventions with empirical research to inform 
decision-making (Diery et al., 2020). As an educational leader who has identified, trained 
others and overseen the implementation of many interventions across special education settings, 
I have witnessed firsthand, on multiple occasions, the transformative impact of evidence-based 
approaches on teaching and learning outcomes for students with intellectual and other 
developmental disabilities. However, translating these research findings and integrating these 
approaches into daily practice necessitates careful consideration of contextual factors and 
practical constraints and demands (Gersten and Dimino, 2001). It is important to recognise that 
schools should strive to be evidence-informed rather than strictly evidence-based or evidence-
driven hubs of education. This approach acknowledges the complexities of the broader world 
and makes possible the adaptation to diverse needs and dynamics in educational settings 
(Kumah et al., 2022). 
 
HER® as an Example: The Headsprout Early Reading programme (HERVR ) serves as a 
pertinent example of the complexities involved in simplifying and translating research insights 
into practical applications within educational establishments. While HERVR has shown 
promise in enhancing reading skills (Grindle et al., 2021; Storey et al., 2020), challenges arose 
during implementation, particularly concerning its adaptation to UK phonetics when it was 



implemented in school settings under my purview. A particularly intriguing challenge was 
the voicing in American English, which posed difficulties in transferring to UK phonetics, 
leading to incorrect responses from the learners. This highlights the importance of 
considering linguistic and cultural nuances when implementing interventions developed in 
diverse contexts (Cycyk et al., 2021). The challenges pose significant barriers to their 
implementation, particularly in international contexts. As the original paper notes, 
considerations such as language adaptation are crucial to ensure the effectiveness of 
interventions for individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities. In 
addition, staff expertise with technological utilities is essential to simplify implementation 
and effectively support pupils and their facilitators (Backfisch et al., 2021). In my 
experience, HERVR occasionally encountered barriers stemming from staff members’ limited 
expertise with technological tools, revealing significant gaps in their knowledge. Simplicity 
in implementation is essential, with interventions designed not to require complex handling 
or problem-solving, primarily for the pupils and subsequently for the people supporting 
them (Lendrum and Humphrey, 2012). 
 
Barriers and Practical Challenges: The barriers identified in the research process resonate with 
practical challenges faced by practitioners and stakeholders in educational settings, such as staff 
turnover, workload pressures and external factors which, as the paper rightly mentions, have 
been evidenced in the literature (Schaeffer et al., 2005). Moreover, the discrepancy between 
ideal conditions in efficacy trials and real-world contexts underscores the need for 
adaptive approaches in educational practice. In a practical setting, ongoing support and 
professional development are constantly needed to address these challenges and 
enhance the fidelity and effectiveness of interventions. Furthermore, ensuring consistent 
and accurate data collection across different settings and personnel can be quite 
challenging. Variability in data collection methods, interpretation and recording practices 
can impact the reliability and validity of outcomes, making it difficult to assess 
intervention effectiveness accurately. Often overlooked is ensuring the long-term 
sustainability of evidence-based practices beyond the research study or initial 
implementation phase. Sustainability stands as one of the most crucial aspects of an 
intervention, particularly if it seeks to make a meaningful impact on the service recipients’ 
lives. Strategies for embedding interventions into routine practice and securing ongoing 
support and resources are essential for sustained effectiveness and impact. In addition, 
collaborative partnerships between researchers, practitioners and stakeholders are vital 
for aligning interventions with empirical research and effectively addressing the unique 
needs of this population (Vlcek and Somerton, 2023). 
 
Addressing Practical Concerns: When designing interventions, it is important to consider the 
target population’s unique characteristics. For self-paced programmes catering to individuals 
capable of independent learning, there is often room to take instructional risks that may prove 
more feasible and suitable. For groups relying heavily on tutors or support staff, the efficiency 
and ease of implementation of intervention are often paramount, often outweighing 
considerations of comparative efficacy. The success of an intervention largely hinges on its 
implementation fidelity. Simplicity in understanding, executing and troubleshooting is key. 
Complex interventions, when “teaching early reading skills to adults with intellectual 
disabilities (READ-IT) using a support worker/family carer mediated online reading 
programme” (Denne et al., 2024, p. 8; this issue), introduce multiple layers of delivery and 
necessitate validations of a cultural and social nature that extend beyond mere clinical data 
observation. Furthermore, it is vital to reconsider the practice of adapting interventions 
originally developed for typical populations to diverse ones. While we all share the same 
biology and physiology, differences in mental and cognitive constructs cannot be 
overlooked. Each population deserves interventions specifically designed for them, 
acknowledging that while crossover insights are valuable, they are not universally 
applicable. Understanding learning processes in typical populations does not always 
translate to insights into diverse populations and vice versa. Tailored focus is essential for 



truly effective interventions.. 
 
Conclusion: As Immanuel Kant highlighted, we ought to avoid theory not informed by 
experience as that would lead to mere intellectual play (Guyer, 2010). All scientific endeavours 
are occasionally guilty of indulging in this intellectual play. While it is crucial to use the 
insights of theorists, it is perhaps even more vital to confront biases that may arise from the 
controlled environment of clinical settings and embrace the unpredictability of life beyond 
the lab and among diverse populations. The research journey exemplified by the 
SF-DDARIN model offers valuable insights into the complexities of integrating evidence-based 
practices in education. While theoretical frameworks provide a foundation for 
interventions, navigating skillfully practical challenges and contextual nuances is essential 
to ensure their effective implementation. By proactively addressing obstacles, we can 
significantly enhance the impact of evidence-based practices in educational settings, 
fostering inclusivity, effectiveness and responsiveness to the needs of all learners. 
Ultimately, this pursuit lies at the heart of our mission and drives our dedication to making a 
meaningful difference in the lives of those we serve. 
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