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Abstract

Determining the factors that influence implementation of school-based wellbeing and health programs is essential for achieving
desired program effects. Using a convergent mixed-methods, multiple informant design, this study considered factors that influ-
ence implementation of health programs for ninth grade students and in what ways implementation is differentially perceived by
multiple informants (i.e., participants, instructors, and independent observers). Two types of programs—mindfulness and health
education—were implemented with ninth graders (N="70) in three schools situated in low-resourced urban neighborhoods. Study
outcomes were derived from four data sources: (1) focus group participants (N=45); (2) program instructor fidelity ratings; (3)
independent observer fidelity ratings and notes; and (4) instructor open-ended session responses. Using thematic and mixed methods
integration analyses, we identified themes related to implementation promoting or challenging factors. Theme names differed when
data sources were separately analyzed by informant. Mixed methods integration analysis indicated that four themes were common
across all informant groups: (1) competent, attentive, and engaging instructors are essential; (2) programs should involve interac-
tive components (e.g., physical activities, applied learning opportunities); (3) adequate time for program delivery is key for student
exposure and engagement; and (4) students’ availability and preferences should guide program scheduling. A fifth theme, unique
to instructor and observer perspectives, was that program implementation was negatively impacted by distractions from multiple
sources, including instructors, students, and settings. Recommendations from students, instructors, and observers for implementa-
tion optimization are discussed.
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Introduction prevention programs have emphasized the need to meas-
ure and report the quantity and quality of implementa-
Quality implementation is crucial for optimizing the  tion (Gottfredson et al., 2015). To holistically understand
effects of prevention programs (Durlak & DuPre, 2008;  program implementation, it is essential to assess the per-

Meyers et al., 2012). Standards for developing and scaling  spectives of multiple involved parties (e.g., implementers,
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recipients, program staff). However, intervention studies
typically rely on only one type of participant perspective
on intervention implementation rather than including vari-
ous perspectives. The current study addresses this gap by
integrating data on program implementation from three
types of informants—student participants, instructors,
and trained observers. Additionally, this study leverages
multiple data sources, including focus group discussions,
instructor logs, and session recordings to enhance our abil-
ity to detect implementation issues.

Implementation Science

Effective implementation strategies are necessary to pro-
duce program benefits (e.g., Fixsen et al., 2015), including
for evidence-based programs. Through the examination
and testing of factors facilitating and impeding the uptake,
adoption, and integration of evidence-based practices or
programs into real-world settings like schools, communi-
ties, and health care (Bauer & Kirchner, 2020), implemen-
tation science offers frameworks for understanding imple-
mentation processes and outcomes. Borrowing from Dane
and Schneider (1998), Durlak and DuPre (2008) outlined
eight key elements of program implementation: (1) fidel-
ity, (2) dosage, (3) quality, (4) participant responsiveness,
(5) program differentiation, (6) monitoring the control
condition, (7) program reach, and (8) program modifica-
tions. In keeping with this framework, the current study
utilized strategies to address fidelity, dosage, quality, and
participant responsiveness.

Fidelity, one of the most frequently discussed imple-
mentation constructs, is concerned with adherence to a
protocol and quality of delivery (Proctor et al., 2011).
Research to gauge fidelity may focus on strategies to
enhance participation (attendance and engagement), pro-
gram adaptations, and implementation factors related to
program outcomes (Gottfredson et al., 2015). Understand-
ing program core components—or the active ingredients
of a program (Blasé & Fixsen, 2013)—and adaptations or
modifications are also helpful frameworks for studying
fidelity in the context of programmatic success (Ferber
et al., 2019). In the context of school-based programs,
there are a variety of factors that may influence the qual-
ity of implementation. In a study of over 500 schools,
Gottfredson and Gottfredson (2002) found that implemen-
tation quality is relatively low and could be improved by
actions such as better integration with the school sched-
ule and better training and planning overall. Additionally,
in a study of school-based social and emotional learn-
ing programs, school staff using recommended practices
produced better outcomes compared to staff who did not
adopt the recommended practices (Durlak et al., 2011).

@ Springer

Without monitoring implementation throughout a study—
with attention to core components—it is challenging to
understand program outcomes or replicate them in the
future to produce intended results.

Methods to Uncover Implementation Drivers

Despite the importance of understanding program imple-
mentation, there are limitations in existing research methods.
Across 542 studies reviewed by Durlak and DuPre (2008),
self-report and observational methods were used most fre-
quently when documenting implementation fidelity, dosage,
and quality; there is limited use of validated quantitative
methods. For example, Lewis et al. (2015) completed a sys-
tematic review of 104 implementation instruments related
to mental and behavioral health based on implementation
outcomes (Proctor et al., 2011) and found few with evidence
of psychometric strength. Many implementation studies use
qualitative methods to gather rich information about imple-
mentation but may only capture one type of perspective,
such as from implementers or providers (e.g., Cutbush et al.,
2017; Davidov et al., 2020; Koffel & Hagedorn, 2020). In
contrast, studies that collect data from multiple inform-
ants have found diversity in perspectives to be a strength
for optimizing implementation strategies (e.g., Deatrick
et al., 2021). In summary, there are challenges to assessing
the quality of program implementation for quantitative and
qualitative studies.

One strategy to develop a more comprehensive overview
of implementation includes mixed methods designs, which
combine qualitative and quantitative research strategies to
“develop a science base for understanding and overcoming
barriers to implementation” (Palinkas et al., 2011, p. 44).
As such, a mixed methods approach may be an important
strategy to understand program trial and implementation
outcomes in real-world settings (Albright et al., 2013).
Palinkas et al. (2019) described the advantages of mixed
methods in three types of evaluations: effectiveness stud-
ies, implementation process studies, and effectiveness-
implementation hybrid studies; the current study focuses on
the implementation process. Others have employed mixed
methods to study prevention programs, including Kozica
et al. (2016) who utilized this approach in a hybrid study of
the obesity prevention Healthy Lifestyle Program. Mixed
methods data were complementary in determining overall
program success; the program was effective and feasible
to implement with quality, even in low-resource settings
(Kozica et al., 2016). Similarly, Dobbie et al. (2019) stud-
ied the implementation of a smoking prevention school-
based program through a process evaluation consisting of
interviews, structured observations, and surveys to examine
fidelity and acceptability, as well as the influence of context
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on message diffusion. The investigators triangulated find-
ings to produce overall implementation themes regarding
program fidelity and acceptability, spread of messaging,
and benefits. Similar to the Dobbie et al. (2019) study, the
present study integrated findings from several data sources
to gain insights and provide recommendations to improve
program implementation.

Current Study

Incorporating multiple informants and methods provides an
opportunity to understand program implementation more
thoroughly and with greater rigor. Using a convergent mixed
methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018), multiple inform-
ant research design, the current study aimed to answer the
following two research questions: which factors influenced
implementation of two health programs administered to
ninth grade students, and how was implementation differ-
entially perceived by various reporters (e.g., student partici-
pants, instructors, observers)? Student participants provided
qualitative focus group data, instructors provided qualitative
and quantitative data from session ratings and open-ended
comments, and observers provided qualitative and quantita-
tive data through observation notes and session ratings. By
leveraging data from multiple perspectives, this investiga-
tion has potential to clarify aspects that influence program
implementation and inform future program delivery.

Methods

Using a mixed methods approach, quantitative and qualita-
tive data were collected during the delivery of two health
promoting programs to ninth grade students attending
three urban public schools in low-income neighborhoods.
A convergent mixed methods design was utilized, where
quantitative and qualitative study components took place
independently, and then results were compared and com-
bined (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The intent of the
design was to bring together the quantitative and qualitative
results for enhanced understanding of factors influencing
implementation of the two programs. The programs were
the Mind in Action (T-MIA) mindfulness program (Holistic
Life Foundation, Inc.; www.hlfinc.org) and Healthy Topics
(HT), a health education program (McGraw Hill Glencoe
Health Curriculum) (see Dariotis et al., (under review) for
detailed program descriptions). The programs were admin-
istered during the school day by instructors external to the
school. This study was approved by the Institutional Review
Boards of the school district and the universities affiliated
with the research.

Participants

Schools serving predominantly low-income students, the
majority of whom identified as Black, were recruited to
partner with investigators to determine program effects
on psychological, behavioral, and physiological indicators
of coping in a high stress environment. Participants were
ninth grade students (N=79; 53% female, 84% Black) self-
selected into the study at the participating schools. After
obtaining signed student assent and parental permission,
participants were randomized to the T-MIA or HT program.
Key student demographic characteristics did not differ sig-
nificantly between programs (Table 1). Of those consented,
students who attended at least one program session were
considered to comprise the “full sample” (N=70). All 70
participants were invited to participate in focus groups,
which were held within the next week after the last day of
programming. To maintain consistency, focus groups were
held the same day and time as program sessions and were
conducted in the same location. A subset of these partici-
pants (N=45) participated in one of the six focus groups
(FG) after programming ended (size range: n=5-11;
mode=6; n=21 T-MIA; n=24 HT). Background charac-
teristics of this participant subset did not differ significantly
from those of the full sample. FG participants, on average,
attended 23 sessions (full sample: 20 T-MIA and 21 HT
sessions).

Program Delivery

Programming was delivered by trained instructors external
to the school during spring 2019 as part of a planned two-
cohort parent study. Two Black male instructors delivered
T-MIA, with one delivering the program at a single school
and the other at the two remaining schools. The HT pro-
gram was delivered in all schools by the same White male
instructor. The T-MIA instructors were employees of the
Holistic Life Foundation (HLF) and had received extensive
training as yoga and meditation teachers through HLF. The
HT instructor was a member of the study team who had been
trained by one of the PIs in how to deliver HT. All instruc-
tors were paid for their time.

Although each program was planned to be delivered in
30-min sessions four times per week for 10 weeks, actual
delivery time was often reduced somewhat below 30 min
by school schedule changes and other interruptions. The
average number of sessions ranged from 27 to 31 across
programs. Prior to delivery, 25 T-MIA and 26 HT sessions
were randomly selected for digital recording for fidelity cod-
ing by independent observers. Students received a $10 gift
card each for completing each assessment (e.g., focus group,
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Table 1 Demographic
characteristics—full sample and

Full sample (N="70)

Focus group subsample (N=45)

focus group subsample Total T-MIA HT Total T-MIA HT
(n=34) (n=36) (n=19) (n=26)
Age (SD)  Mean 14.7 (0.83) 14.7(0.99) 14.6(0.65) 14.7(0.94) 14.9(1.20)0 14.6
(0.70)
n % n % n % n % N % n %
Sex Female 37 529 17 500 20 556 23 511 9 474 14 538
Male 32 457 17 500 15 417 22 489 10 526 12 462
Race/ Black 59 843 27 794 32 889 39 867 16 842 23 885
Ethnicity =~ Hispanic 3 43 2 5.9 1 2.8 1 22 0 0 1 3.8
White 3 43 1 2.9 2 5.6 1 22 0 0 1 3.8
Asian 2 2.9 1 2.9 1 2.8 2 44 1 53 1 3.8
Other 2 29 2 5.9 0 0 1 22 1 53 0 0

Missing data for sex (1 full sample HT student); race/ethnicity (1 full and 1 subsample HLF student)

pre- and post-survey) and an additional $25 gift card for
attending at least 80% of sessions.

Measures

Multiple measures were used to assess program implemen-
tation. After each session, implementers recorded students’
attendance (dosage) and engagement and disruptiveness
(student responsiveness) using a log and rated their adher-
ence to the curriculum and quality of delivery during the
session using a fidelity tool. Observers rated recorded ses-
sions using the same log and fidelity tool and wrote obser-
vational notes. Students reported on their experiences during
focus groups at the end of programming.

Attendance, Engagement, and Disruption Log

Instructors recorded each participant’s attendance at each
session (present/absent) as a measure of program dosage.
The instructor also rated each participant’s level of engage-
ment and disruptiveness on 4-point scales (1 =not at all;
2=a little; 3 =somewhat; 4 =a lot) as measures of student
responsiveness. Quantitative methods were employed for
these analyses.

Implementation Fidelity Tool

A fidelity rating tool was developed based on the CORE
process model for assessing fidelity (Gould et al., 2014,
2016) of program components specified in manuals. After
each session, using Likert-like scales, instructors rated
their program delivery with respect to adherence to session
core activities and processes and overall implementation
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quality. Means for each of the three fidelity components
(core activities, core processes, overall quality) were com-
puted by session. Instructors could also provide open-
ended comments regarding challenges, well-received
activities, and disruptions. The scale ratings were quantita-
tive, and open-ended comments served as qualitative data.

Core activities assessed content described in the pro-
gram manual to be covered in a particular session and
were rated O (not covered at all), 1 (covered a little bit), 2
(covered most), and 3 (covered as outlined in the manual).
These items varied by session and program.

Core processes included five items measuring teaching
practices (maintain order and discipline; maintain student
engagement and attention; closely follow curriculum out-
line; address emergent student needs; review concepts and
skills to reinforce salience, learning, and mastery). Ratings
were 0 (did not do at all), 1 (some of the time), 2 (most of
the time), and 3 (did throughout session). Overall qual-
ity was assessed using two items—overall session qual-
ity (curriculum coverage, instructor delivery, and student
engagement) and overall student responsiveness (to mate-
rial, instruction, participation). Ratings were from 0 to
4 (0=poor; 1 =fair; 2 =neutral; 3 =good; 4 =excellent).
The same core processes and overall quality items were
used to rate all sessions and both programs. Implemen-
tation characteristics (number of sessions, enrollment,
attendance) are summarized in Table 2 by school and pro-
gram for the full sample attending at least one session
(N=170) and the focus group subsample (N =45).

Observer Fidelity Coding
Using the same implementation fidelity tool, three independ-

ent observers coded 29 randomly selected session record-
ings for fidelity of implementation. A total of 32 recorded
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Table 2 Program implementation characteristics by school and program

Full sample (N="70) Focus group sample

(n=45)

School A School B School C Total Total
Characteristic T-MIA HT T-MIA HT T-MIA HT T-MIA HT T-MIA HT
Enrolled students (1) 11 12 11 13 12 11 34 36 19 26 45
Sessions offered (n) 27 27 30 31 31 31 29 30 29 30 29
Sessions attended (mean n) 23 19 13 20 24 25 20 21 23 23 23
Attendance (mean %) 85% 69% 44% 66% 77% 81% 69% 71% 80% 76% 78%

sessions (16 per program) had sufficient quality for coding
(exclusion reasons were no audio, excessive noise, student
face visibility, instructor not visible). Of these, three were
missing instructor fidelity ratings, resulting in 29 record-
ings coded by observers. Observer scale rating data were
quantitatively analyzed in the same way as instructor ratings.

Observers also took descriptive notes about fidelity-
enhancing and detracting factors for quality improvement
feedback. Prior to coding, the three observers attended two
trainings, independently coded the same recording, and
attended a quality assurance session during which cod-
ing results were discussed; interrater agreement was then
established. Observers then reviewed program curricula and
coded each session using the fidelity tool. They also docu-
mented other variables (e.g., set-up time, classroom man-
agement time) and provided comments about group session
interactions (e.g., calm; talking over each other). These data
are qualitative.

Focus Group Protocol

Focus group guides were adapted from protocols used in
other mindfulness studies, (Dariotis et al., 2016, 2017) and
wording was relevant to both programs. Questions specifi-
cally assessing program implementation included “How
would you describe the program to one of your friends?” and
a further probe included “What kinds of activities did you
do?” Participants were asked about program weaknesses,
strengths, changes they would make to the program, and
whether they would join the program again and recommend
it to others. At the end of the focus group, youth were able to
offer additional information regarding their program experi-
ence. Data generated by focus groups were qualitative.

Procedure

Immediately after programs ended, six focus group dis-
cussions were conducted during the school day, one per
program per school. All participants were invited; 65%
attended, which is a large percent for a qualitative subset
(Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). Reasons for not attending

included school absence, conflicting academic demands,
and forgetting. Each focus group was facilitated by a team
member while another team member served as note taker.
These team members were not involved in program delivery
or data analysis, reducing opportunities for bias. Three expe-
rienced team members were trained for these roles in two 2-h
training sessions, as well as mock focus group discussions.
Discussions lasted approximately 40 min and were recorded
and transcribed.

Data Analysis

Session Fidelity and Quality—Mixed Methods

Ratings A total of 181 sessions (6 classes delivered 27-31
times) had attendance, engagement, and disruptiveness
records and instructor self-reported fidelity ratings. Mean
scores for each component were computed, coded as 0 (low
fidelity) or 1 (high fidelity) based on the literature-suggested
fidelity cut score (Hulleman & Cordray, 2009), and com-
pared across schools, instructors, and programs using inde-
pendent ¢ tests and ANOVAs to identify fidelity patterns.

Observer and Instructor Comparisons Twenty-nine recorded
sessions had instructor fidelity ratings, as well as sufficient
visual and audio quality for observer coding. Fidelity rating
differences between instructors and observers were tested
using paired ¢ tests for these sessions. Quantitative data were
analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) predic-
tive analytics software and SAS (Version 9.4). Open-ended
comments of instructors and observers and field notes by
observers were summarized by common topics.

Focus Groups—Qualitative
Transcripts were analyzed using a codebook that was itera-
tively developed with an inductive approach (i.e., propose,

discuss, identify, and refine; Braun & Clarke, 2006), which
identifies patterns to enhance the meaning of the data.
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Codebook consensus was established using two of the six
transcripts, each coded and compared by two team members.
Coding disparities were minimal, characterized by one coder
using a subcode and the other using a higher order code;
higher order codes were used in these instances. Using the-
matic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998), the coders independently
reviewed data and codes, created and discussed categories,
and refined these into themes. MAXQDA 2020 (VERBI
Software, 2019) was used for data analysis. To ensure the
reliability and validity of data interpretations, analyses were
carried out independently by three researchers, with two
coding the same transcript.

Mixed Methods Analysis—Triangulation

Triangulation is used in the study to “identify areas of corrob-
oration and dissonance in the data by comparing quantitative
and qualitative data” (Aschbrenner et al., 2022, p. 4). After
data from each source were analyzed separately, the research
team compared the findings across sources. As noted by
Morgan (2019), triangulation can be a nebulous term with
different purposes. Consistent with Morgan (2019), for this
study convergence was the primary goal when comparing
findings (Morgan, 2019). To identify themes across sources,
researchers responsible for the analysis of each source met
to discuss emergent ideas from different informants. Themes
were revised iteratively, and original results were consulted
for confirmation throughout the process. Ultimately, theme
concordance (overlap) and uniqueness (non-overlap) across
informants were agreed upon and themes finalized. Inter-
pretation consistency and trustworthiness consistency across
coders and data sources was ensured by reviewing and dis-
cussing coding and analytic approaches at each stage.

Results

To address the first research question on what factors influ-
enced implementation, thematic findings that address imple-
mentation are presented, based on qualitative analyses. To
address the second research question, instructor and observer
quantitative comparisons and triangulation with qualitative
data across all informants are presented. These results reveal
differential and shared perceptions about implementation
across students, instructors, and observers, relevant to the
second research question.

Dosage and Student Responsiveness
Instructors reported the number of sessions held and stu-

dent attendance by session using the attendance log. Study
programs were originally intended to be delivered in 40
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sessions, but the session number was later reduced to 32
sessions due to a few-week delay in study start limiting
implementation to 8 rather than 10 weeks. Shown in Table 2,
session offerings ranged from 27 to 31 for the full sample
and 29-30 for the focus group subset. The average number
of sessions students attended ranged from 13 to 25 across
schools and programs.

Student responsiveness was assessed using engagement
and disruptiveness items collected on attendance logs. The
full and FG group samples had comparable engagement
(mean (SD): 3.7 (0.28) FG sample vs. 3.6 (0.30) full sam-
ple; 4=alot) and disruptiveness (mean (SD): 1.1 (0.22) FG
sample vs. 1.2 (0.25) full sample; 1 =not at all). Student
focus group responses as well as instructor open-ended com-
ments and observer field notes provide insights into factors
impacting dosage and student responsiveness as described
in the themes below.

Factors Influencing Implementation

Instructor and Observer Qualitative Perspectives on Factors
Influencing Implementation

Data on implementation practices derived from two sources:
instructor comments on session logs and observer notes on
recorded sessions. Five themes emerged from both sources.
Two of these themes addressed what worked well: (1) engag-
ing and attentive instruction and (2) active student learning
activities. Three themes related to implementation chal-
lenges: (3) insufficient time to cover material; (4) behavior
management demands; and (5) environmental disruptions.
Instructor and observer recommendations for improvement
are included within relevant themes.

Engaging and Attentive Instruction Qualities of effec-
tive instruction included (a) engaging students through
familiarity with student interests (rapport); (b) being
aware and attending to student needs (attunement); (c)
actively seeking student participation (active instruction);
and (d) participating in the program with students (mod-
eling). Some instructors brought students’ focus back to
the lesson using encouragement rather than threat of a
penalty. Instructors spent time building rapport with stu-
dents, which helped them find ways to pique their interest.
One effective strategy for keeping students engaged was
to review an agenda for the session to establish shared
expectations. Furthermore, explaining the purpose of
activities helped students remember the lesson. Strategies
like rapport-building, attentiveness and attunement, active
engagement with the material, and participation with stu-
dents should be covered with specific examples during
future instructor trainings, and programs should employ
instructors displaying these skills.
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Active Student Learning Activities Student-led session
activities promoted higher student engagement. For exam-
ple, in one observed T-MIA class, the instructor encouraged
students seated in a circle to take turns leading breathing
practices. As one instructor described, “Excellent session,
[student] has taken ownership and likes to lead the meditation
piece during our sessions.” Furthermore, the HT instructor
engaged students by asking questions—akin to the Socratic
method—such that students actively generated answers rather
than passively absorbing information. These active student
learning approaches were effective in promoting participa-
tion and on-task time. Integrating more active learning activi-
ties is recommended as it increases student engagement and
active learning and promotes a learning community.

Insufficient Time to Cover Material Instructors could not
cover all the session material within 30 min due to a variety
of constraints (e.g., time needed for transition to classes,
check ins, distribution of homework sheets, redirecting).
One instructor reported, “Student[s] were late coming in.
I wasn’t able to cover all the topics today. It feels like the
time can be short to cover all new topics.” They adjusted by
decreasing the number of activities or time spent per activity
(e.g., reducing a breath practice from 360 to 60 s). Activities
requiring more time or student participation were often first
to be eliminated. Some instructors tried to “catch up” by
covering missed material in the next session, further reduc-
ing time for new material in that session. The impact of time
constraint-induced adaptations on program effectiveness is
unknown and warrants future study, specifically how much
dosage is needed to observe hypothesized changes. To pro-
mote implementation fidelity, recommendations included
(a) allocation of longer time for sessions; (b) revision of
manuals to reduce the amount of content per session; and (c)
helping instructors with time management to make start-up
and ending time more efficient.

Behavior Management Demands One major challenge to
implementing programming as intended was disruptive
student behavior, such as off-task behaviors during instruc-
tion (e.g., playing on phones), interrupting or disrespecting
the instructor (e.g., cursing, gossiping), and arriving late or
leaving early. Some instructors were more adept at class-
room management (e.g., patience, redirecting) than others.
Those with better classroom management skills had good
rapport with students and earned student respect. Those who
struggled with classroom management promoted distraction
via unclear expectations, starting late, blurring instructor
and student roles, or asking tangential questions. Training
future implementers in behavior management techniques
may reduce off-task time and the need to redirect students.
Instructors may benefit from reviewing session recordings

and reflect on sources of disruption (including their role)
immediately following a session.

Environmental Disruptions Environmental sources of dis-
ruption and distraction also posed challenges. For example,
one instructor reported a session was unexpectedly cut short
for a school event. Another reported that students missed
sessions because teachers encouraged them to engage in
other activities. School testing interrupted programming for
a week. Changing rooms to accommodate testing or events
confuses students and instructors, creates delays, and alters
the program context. Securing a space with minimal dis-
tractions fosters greater implementation fidelity and student
engagement. Loud, communal settings like gyms, cafeterias,
and auditoriums should be avoided. Furthermore, offering
snacks during programs took time and was distracting; ide-
ally, healthy snacks should be offered as students transition
to their next class.

Student Qualitative Perspectives on Factors Influencing
Implementation

Four themes related to improving program implementa-
tion emerged from student focus groups. First, instructor
qualities that promote student engagement and receptivity
included personality and relatability. Second, more and var-
ied activities are needed to maintain attention and interest,
including active learning opportunities. Third, extending
and expanding programming through longer sessions across
more weeks, extending programs across multiple grades, and
allowing students to attend both programs was anticipated to
optimize program impacts. Last, to promote participation,
program scheduling should be determined by students’ avail-
ability and priorities.

Instructor Relational Qualities Are Valuable for Student
Engagement Students emphasized the significance of
instructor qualities for increasing their receptivity to pro-
gram content. Desirable instructor characteristics included
an engaging personality and ability to build relationships
with students. Many students commented on instructors
being skilled in communication, relationship building, and
group management, being personable and fun, respecting
student opinions, and creating a safe space where youth felt
comfortable sharing. One HT student described how the
instructor motivated the class to listen by demonstrating
many of these skills and qualities:

He’s fun and at the same time he gets serious. He
knows when to tell us when we need to be quiet cause
we’ve been talking too much... And he’s not mean, he
don’t get smart...
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Although the majority of comments about positive
instructor experiences were from HT students, some T-MIA
students described how their instructor made them feel
“more comfortable” and eased them into trying new breath
techniques through the use of humor and willingness to par-
ticipate in the same activities alongside students.

Students also recognized that instructors cared about
them and acknowledged their feelings. Some students
reported arriving at their program having had a difficult
day or expressing negative attitudes, and the instructor tried
to improve their mood with humor or inquired how they
could help. Students were particularly receptive to positive
instructor—student interactions marked by acceptance, ease
of discussion, and encouragement to be authentic. As one
HT student described, “He just understood us. And he was
really like cool and laid back.” Other students mentioned
non-judgment regarding how students spoke: “He would just
be okay with the way we talk.”

Students appreciated when instructors promoted safe and
comfortable environments for sharing information. A few
students noted how instructors attempted to build relation-
ships with students through engaging them in conversations.
In contrast, a few students found this bothersome, describ-
ing their instructor as too talkative, annoying, and “too
close.” Most students, however, provided positive feedback
on instructors. Their comments highlighted that having an
instructor who related well to students improved engagement
and participation.

Integrating New Physical and Applied Activities to Supple-
ment Didactic Components Students in both programs men-
tioned that they enjoyed the program activities but had a
desire to incorporate new activities. Students recommended
that more physical activities, field trips, presenters, and
other similar engaging activities be added to the curricula.
Students wanted programs to incorporate more movement-
based activities to increase activity during the sessions. One
HT student remarked, “Not so much sitting. We should at
least get up and do something.” Another student described:

The program was cool for real. Everything we did was
a lot of fun stuff. But, I feel like we stay in one spot
most of the time. We just sit and listen... I feel like it
should be more than we just sat there. We could clean
the garden or something... Like you can go outside.

Some T-MIA students suggested including yoga to sup-
plement the breathing techniques they learned. The sugges-
tion to include field trips to visit farms, hospitals, or phar-
macies was based on HT students’ desire to gain real world
experiences related to session content.

Extended and Expanded Programming May Optimize Pro-
gram Impact Students were enthusiastic about the programs
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and suggested extending the number of sessions and time
allotted for both programs, as well as expanding the pro-
grams to other grades. Some students noted “Like more time,
we really didn’t have enough,” and “More sessions, just like
longer class periods.” Longer time in the program would
give them greater familiarity, practice, and comfort with the
techniques. As one T-MIA student described: “you get into it
more, be more comfortable doing it.” Similarly, another stu-
dent noted how moving quickly through the session activity
was not beneficial: “We would have to rush sometimes...It
really wasn’t too much effective.” T-MIA students reported
issues with timing as some sessions were shorter than others,
and this could have an impact on what they learned.

Participants suggested continuing the programs next year
and delivering the programs to different grades each semester.
The students acknowledged that higher grades included more
academic responsibilities and increased pressures; continuing
the programs in subsequent years could be helpful for stu-
dent wellbeing. As one T-MIA student noted, delivering the
program in later grades could help with stress: “12th graders
because they get more work and they feel stressed out...more
essays...that’s why you should include all grades.”

Some students recommended the option to switch
between T-MIA and HT in mid-semester or every other
week, so students could experience both. Participants were
curious about what was taught in the other program and
were interested in learning something new. For example, a
T-MIA student said:

I think we should switch groups at one point of the time,
so both of the groups can know what [the other] was
doing. Cause they would get what we’ve been doing
here and we could get what they were doing there.

Program crossover could expose students to more com-
prehensive knowledge and skill development.

Program Scheduling: Prioritize Students’ Availability Par-
ticipants in both programs expressed a desire to change
the scheduling and timing to accommodate their priorities.
Weekly program timing varied with some students par-
ticipating during lunchtime while others attended during
resource periods. This situation created competing demands,
interfered with attentiveness, and ultimately resulted in sub-
optimal participation. As one HT student described:

We had other activities. Sometimes we had to leave
early. Sometimes we started missing work and stuff.
Groups [were] going over and we had to leave class
early. So I will be telling [instructor], “I can’t come
today.” [He’s say] “you’re important here.” I be like,
“Well my class is more important than here.”

Some T-MIA students recommended programming dur-
ing morning hours to energize students for the rest of their
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day. One student noted, “I feel like it would have been bet-
ter if we did it in the morning because people when they
come in, in the morning they’re grumpy. Because it’s early
in the morning and everybody wants to go to sleep.” Hav-
ing programming in the morning would enable students to
apply what they learned during their school day. In contrast,
other T-MIA participants proposed end-of-the-day timing
to foster sharing feelings and sustain calmness as they tran-
sitioned into afterschool activities. When offered earlier in
the day, some students explained that stressful high school
experiences and demands during the school day shortened
program effects, making them temporary. As one T-MIA
student explained:

I feel like we would do it and then it would be like we
all calm and collected now. Then we go right back
outside and it’s like ‘oh yeah we back in high school.’
... you’re right back into everybody yelling in the hall-
way... It felt like it was temporary, like it didn’t last
that long because your mind is getting distracted by
school right afterwards.

Differential Inplementation Perceptions Among
Instructors, Observers, and Students

Fidelity and—Instructor and Observer Ratings
and Observer Notes Triangulation

Mean instructor-reported scores were positively skewed
for core activities (M =2.5; SD=0.67), processes (M =2.7;
SD=0.62), and overall quality (M =3.6; SD =0.56) with
overall quality significantly differing between programs
whereby T-MIA instructors rated themselves higher than
the HT instructor (M =3.8 vs. 3.59, SD=0.33 vs. 0.56;
#(26)= —2.11, p=0.044). When comparing total instructor
to observer scores, paired-samples ¢ tests revealed instructors
scored themselves higher on activities, processes, and qual-
ity (Table 3), consistent with other studies that found imple-
menters rated their fidelity higher than observers (Gould
et al., 2014). This demonstrates an instructor scoring effect.
Observer scores, however, did not significantly differ across
programs or schools for core activities, core processes, or
overall quality. Using the gold standard of ratings by observ-
ers revealed no program implementation differences despite
instructor perceived differences.

Regarding fidelity, observer notes revealed that some
instructors were more proficient at class management,
which left more time to cover curriculum material. These
instructors were also more adept at adapting material to
be more engaging (e.g., active student learning activities,
participating with students) in ways that diverged from the
manual. These two aspects may have differing associations
with fidelity; more time on material (greater fidelity) cou-
pled with more adaptations (less fidelity) may explain why
observer quantitative ratings did not result in significant
fidelity differences across instructors. This suggests fidelity
rating measures could or should be designed to be sensitive
to adaptations and instructor qualities.

Integrated Findings Across Instructors, Observers,
and Students

Aligning session observations and instructor reports with focus
group data provides a richer understanding of what promotes
and hinders implementation. Theme alignment across data
sources and informants is presented in an integration matrix
(Table 4). Four themes aligned across instructor session notes,
observer session notes, and student focus group data. First,
qualities reported to promote greater student engagement and
effective instruction are consistent and complementary across
informants. Students described these qualities as personality
attributes, whereas instructors and observers described them
as instruction qualities, but the key characteristics that emerged
overlapped across informants. Second, students were receptive
to active learning opportunities and recommended future pro-
grams provide more of an integration. Observers and instruc-
tors also reported the highest student engagement during active
student learning activities.

Third, students, instructors, and observers reported that the
session duration was not sufficient to cover program material
in depth and that sessions were rushed. All informants agreed
program benefits would be enhanced through longer sessions.
Students also recommended extending programming across
more sessions and other grades, as well as student participa-
tion in both programs (crossover). Fourth, student participa-
tion was disrupted by multiple environmental sources. To
optimize participation and sustain program effects, students
recommended prioritizing their scheduling preferences,
whereas instructors and observers highlighted the impact of
physical space constraints on implementation.

Table 3 Mean fidelity scores for

. Instructor Observer
activities, processes, and overall
quality by rater Items Mean SD Mean SD t value df p value
Core activities 2.5 0.67 2.0 0.73 0.18 28 0.015
Process 2.7 0.62 2.4 0.51 0.16 28 0.075
Quality 3.6 0.56 2.9 0.88 0.21 27 0.004
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Table 4 Integration matrix of themes by informants

Student themes

Instructor and observer themes

Alignment/integration

Implementation
Promoting

Instructor skills and personal
qualities

o Communication

e Relationship building

e Group management

Engaging and attentive instruction
e Rapport

e Attunement

e Active instruction

o Participation

Instructor and instruction qualities reported to
promote greater student engagement and effective
instruction are consistent and complementary.
Students described these as personality or
individual qualities whereas instructors and

e Personable, fun, respectful

o Create safe space

Integrating new physical and
applied activities to supplement
didactic components

Extending and expanding
programming

Implementation
Challenging

Program scheduling

Not mentioned

Active student learning activities

Insufficient time to cover material

Environmental disruptions

Behavioral management demands

observers described them as instruction qualities.

Active learning opportunities were requested by
students and were observed to promote student
engagement during sessions

Session duration (25 min) was insufficient for
delivering programming as intended. Sessions
were rushed. More time for program delivery
was recommended (e.g., longer sessions, more
sessions, additional grade levels, multiple years,
and program crossover)

Student participation was disrupted by multiple
environmental sources. To optimize student
participation and sustain program effects,
students focused on prioritizing their
availability and timing preferences whereas
instructors and observers detailed physical
space and conflicting school events constraints
on implementation

Instructors and observers noted how behavioral
management demands interfered with program
implementation. Both student- and instructor-
driven distractions were described

Last, instructors and observers described how time spent
on behavior management disrupted program implementa-
tion. When comparing on- and off-task time across instruc-
tors, statistically significant differences were found (F(2,
3)=13.44, p=0.03) with ranges of 2.96 to 11.12 min off
task. Student-driven distractions included gossiping, disre-
spect, interruption, and tardiness. Instructor-driven distrac-
tions included unclear expectations, late class start time,
blurred roles, and off-topic discussions. Students described
management skills as an effective instructor quality (Theme
1) even though student data did not explicitly address
behavioral management demands. This may be due to the
lack of explicit requests for this information, reluctance to
discuss such challenges in a group setting for fear of stigma
or retribution from peers, or lack of awareness.

Discussion

This study addressed two research questions and examined
four of the eight key elements of program implementation
previously identified—participant responsiveness, dosage,
fidelity, and quality (Durlak & DuPre, 2008) in the context
of health and wellness program delivery for ninth graders in
urban schools serving low-income families. By documenting
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and triangulating the perspectives of instructors, independ-
ent observers, and students on school-based prevention pro-
gram implementation, this study presents an in-depth depic-
tion of factors that facilitate or impede effective program
implementation. Study findings contribute several insights
that may guide effective implementation.

First, to determine factors that influence implementation
of these two programs, qualitative data were reported by
and later integrated across informants, including instructor
self-reported fidelity logs, observer-rated fidelity field notes,
and student focus group discussion points. Our findings sug-
gest specific instructor and program-related features exerted
an impact on program implementation. Instructor-specific
influences included skills, personal qualities, teaching strate-
gies, and classroom management experiences that promote
participant responsiveness. Furthermore, active learning
opportunities were requested by students and were observed
to promote student engagement during sessions.

Dosage and fidelity were impacted by program-related
factors like scheduling, session numbers and length changes
including unexpected session cancellation, and environmen-
tal disruptions. Ultimately, minimizing competing demands
in terms of scheduling, distractions, frequency, and duration
will promote utility, translation, and sustainability of skills
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learned. Instructors, observers, and students alike reported
insufficient time to implement, absorb, and sustain lessons
and material throughout the day and as students transitioned
into afterschool environments. Competing demands—such
as school events or student field trips—placed pressure on
instructors to make program modifications to fit sessions
into condensed time periods or into fewer sessions. Behav-
ioral management demands emerged as a factor impacting
effective program implementation.

Second, to shed light on how implementation factors
may be differentially perceived by various reporters (e.g.,
instructors, observers, students), data from multiple inform-
ants were triangulated and explored for commonalities and
differences across informants. Our findings suggest a self-
report instructor effect such that different instructors had
varying perceptions about their instruction and the overall
quality of their program sessions, whereas observer reports
did not reveal instructor effects on activities, processes, and
quality. This measurement effect has implications for results
of studies that rely exclusively on instructor reports. Sys-
temically integrating health education and mindfulness skills
may reduce some implementation challenges reported by
implementers, observers, and students, thereby optimizing
contexts that support maximizing program effects.

Some of these findings are consistent with previous
research. For instance, prior work has assessed the facilitating
roles of quality instructors and importance of program inte-
gration with school schedules (Gottfredson & Gottfredson,
2002). Other findings have not been commonly addressed in
the prevention science literature. For example, the desirabil-
ity of learning promoted by physical activities and opportuni-
ties for real-world applications was supported in this study by
both instructor measures and students’ focus group discus-
sions. Triangulation across the data sources served to validate
this finding and minimize reporter biases. These findings
suggest that knowledge-based programs may benefit from
experiential and youth-led learning.

With respect to fidelity and quality of program imple-
mentation measures, this study highlights the complexity of
fidelity self-ratings and suggests the importance of includ-
ing independent observational ratings. Self-rated fidel-
ity varied across instructors, with some under-reporting
and others over-reporting adherence to program manuals,
whereas, according to observer ratings, both programs were
implemented with similar levels of fidelity and quality. This
finding suggests an instructor or rater effect rather than an
implementation effect. Reliance on instructor-rated fidel-
ity to adjust quantitative models is particularly problematic
when the instructor is held constant within the program,
resulting in confounding of program and instructor effects.
This finding further emphasizes the importance of collect-
ing multiple measures of fidelity. Without comparison of
instructor and observer fidelity ratings, confounding could

not be identified, and quantitative adjustments based on
these ratings would result in different interpretations.
Examining data from three perspectives—implementers,
independent observers, and students— and leveraging mixed
methods are study strengths. Limitations, however, warrant not-
ing. First, students who participated in focus groups are a subset
(64%) of the full sample of participants. A more ideal scenario,
albeit impractical, would have been to include the entire sample
in the focus group sessions to avoid criticism of selection bias.
We are confident, however, that selection bias was minimized
because the subset and full samples did not differ with respect
to demographic characteristics or program attendance, engage-
ment, or disruptiveness. Second, a random subset of 51 sessions
were selected a priori to be video recorded. Unfortunately, only
32 had sufficient audio and visual quality for coding and, of
these, 29 had implementer ratings, with each program having a
comparable number of usable recordings. The reduced number
of usable videos resulted primarily from technical problems
and canceled sessions. Third, perspectives of administrators
and teachers were not captured. These informants may have
had limited capacity to report on daily implementation suc-
cesses, challenges, and quality, although their input would
have provided broader perspectives on program feasibility and
acceptability. Previous research documents the importance of
school-implementer-researcher partnerships for effective imple-
mentation (Mendelson et al., 2013). Effective approaches for
gaining additional perspectives are needed. Last, the findings
from this study are not generalizable or comparable to other
samples and settings. However, our results pertain to very low
income, urban, minoritized adolescents, a group often targeted
by preventive interventions and thus may be useful for program
developers and implementers to consider in future studies.

Conclusions and Implications

Rigorous measurement and reporting of fidelity of imple-
mentation remain limited (e.g., Lewis et al., 2015), despite
consensus on its importance. One challenge is self-report
bias, as reflected by the differences in ratings of instructors
compared to observers in this and previous studies (Gould
et al., 2014). Although fidelity of implementation measures
has improved over time (Gould et al., 2016), additional train-
ing of instructors and normalizing expectations that fidelity
levels will fall short of perfect may help in this regard. Add-
ing ratings for adaptations and modifications, in addition to
solely fidelity measures, could be reflective of the level of
acceptance and the expectation that positive changes will
occur. Furthermore, assessing instructor characteristics that
predict reporting styles may be of importance. Last, ensur-
ing programs have similar complexity and demands (e.g., set
up, clean up, activity vs. didactic instruction) and amount
of new material to cover per session will promote equitable
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ratings. Fidelity measure development and instructor self-
report training merit ongoing attention.

In addition to fidelity, findings suggest that effective pro-
gram implementation would be optimized through adequate
time for both delivering content and fully engaging students,
consistent and minimal schedule disruptions, and desirable
instructor qualities. These factors should be considered in
the design of future school based-prevention programs and
training of program facilitators in various skills, including
behavior management and active listening techniques.

In this study, incorporating perspectives of multiple
informants and using mixed methods were methodological
strengths that increased confidence in identified themes.
While these methods can be time-consuming and resource
intensive, we argue that they are as important as program
outcome measures and enhance both interpretability of
outcome findings and potential for intervention sustaina-
bility and impact. We encourage other prevention research-
ers to collect and analyze both qualitative and quantitative
data from multiple informants.
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