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Notes from group discussion on the mediation of education research knowledge 

(Session 10)

Facilitator: Judy Sebba (University of Sussex)
Rapporteur: Fiona Hyland (ESCalate - Subject Centre for Education)
(combined notes)
What provision is there for appropriate co-production, transformation and dissemination of research findings to stakeholders, including the general public and democratic process – and how effective is this?

This report is a summary of the conversations of the group facilitated by Judy Sebba.
Main points:

1. Educational researchers can play a vital role in mediating research to a variety of audiences and this can be best done when stakeholders and users are involved from the conception of the research to its completion.

2. It was acknowledged that different styles of writing are necessary for different audiences. Whilst an academic style of writing might be suitable for an academic journal, a ‘plain English’ version should ideally also be available. 

3. Academics can and should act as mediators of research but some may value support such as media training and a workload allocation for mediation activities. 

4. Researchers who keep in regular contact with key stakeholders and journalists are more likely to see their research turned into policy and practice.
5. Mediation activities should be evaluated to determine their impact.
Why is mediation important?
In the words of one participant ‘we are an applied social science so if we’re not going out and sharing what we’re finding with everybody in the community well frankly we’re not earning our money’. The words duty and responsibility were used at various points during the session in relation to researchers' mediation activities. There are a whole range of mediators who are working to communicate and summarise research to a variety of audiences e.g. funders, DCSF, teacher educators, parents, practitioners, subject centres etc. Several within the group expressed how vital it is that the mediation process should be ongoing and start right at the beginning of research, not at the end. One effective strategy of the TLRP was to produce reports aimed at different audiences meeting each of their needs e.g. research briefings for policy makers, reports for practitioners etc.
Mediation for policy makers can be seen as making research available for policy makers in a way they can readily consume. Although there is a lot of emphasis on senior policy makers it is important to remember the junior policy makers - it can be helpful to consider that policy makers are not a homogenous group.
The role of an academic style of writing vs ‘plain English’ in mediation
Time was spent discussing how important language is when trying to communicate research to users. The group felt that academic styles of writing can sometimes be labour intensive for readers, saying in three paragraphs what could be said in one. Does some research risk being disregarded if it cannot be quickly digested by users? On the other hand, caution was expressed in the group against over-simplifying language when the subject matter is intrinsically complex; are there times when writing can be justifiably challenging for the reader?
In academia, staff are rewarded, via career development, when they publish in peer-reviewed journals which are perceived as expecting quite formulaic academic writing styles. But perhaps we should challenge academics to make their points more simply?  
One participant observed that if you first read a newspaper article then read the original paper you can really see the differences – journalists try to headline, summarise and ‘fix’ whereas researchers try to engage with intellectual complexity and details. Another described ‘taxi text’ where on journeys to their next meeting policy makers sometimes need  concise bullet points of research that can be easily read. One participant felt that there could not be either/or recommendations for writing – different styles are needed depending on the audience.
Does mediation need to be done by professional mediators or can researchers take on this role? 

It was questioned within the group if education researchers could learn to become effective mediators? Participants felt that researchers could learn to communicate more effectively and that by communicating with stakeholders from the start of the research they could improve their mediation skills as they found a common language whilst remaining true to the evidence and conceptually clear. Media training was also mentioned as useful to help with this process.
The role of politics and power in mediation of research

There was discussion around the need to recognise that politics can influence the use of knowledge and that the reward cultures are different in higher education institutions, research organisations, government and schools. An understanding of research mediation requires education researchers to comprehend the decision-making processes of policy makers.

Relationships with journalists and stakeholders
Although one person commented that journalists are supposed to contact institutions’ press officers in the first instance, another participant reported they had been contacted directly.  As described in the Mediation Case Studies presented earlier in the day, members of the group discussed the powerful consequences of research personnel forming long-term professional relationships with key mediators and policy makers in terms of getting research noticed and transformed into practice.
Evaluating effective mediation

One participant kicked off this discussion by asking whether we know what effective communication is.  Is it the number of downloads of a particular web-document or should we be looking deeper at the long-term impacts of research despite the complexities of the multiple factors that play a role in any educational change? How do education researchers feel about letting others (sometimes non-researchers) mediate their research?  
In response to this, picking up the earlier point of ‘taxi driver text’ for policy makers one participant was alarmed that decisions were being made on the basis of a few bullet points – what did this say about the democratic process? Perhaps some findings were being ignored because of the pressures of ‘short-termism’ in political circles?

To conclude, the discussions were wide-ranging with some topics examined in particular depth. Many of the points were illustrated with personal examples and whilst there was debate there was also a great deal of consensus with recommendations suggested in the summary given at the start of this report.
