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Abstract

This chapter introduces knowledge brokering as a concept and set of practices
focusing on its applications, strengths, and challenges in education. The chapter is
divided into five sections. First, we consider the sorts of knowledge it is possible
to broker. Next, we focus on the various approaches to brokering knowledge,
followed by the actors operating in the knowledge brokering landscape. Then, we
consider the competencies that knowledge brokers require in order to tighten
connections between research, policy, and practice, before concluding with a
summary and recommendations.
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Introduction

As is well-articulated in this Handbook’s introduction, there is some consensus of
the strong potential for research evidence to be beneficial in education. More
specifically, there are widely-held assumptions—and some supporting evidence—
that improvements to teaching and learning could flow from educators’
engagement with relevant research evidence (Malin & Brown, 2020). There is also
a long history of discussions regarding how research itself is produced and
informed by practice, and how this can influence the relevance and useability of
research evidence (Lindblom & Cohen, 1979; Van de Ven, 2007; Whitty &
Furlong, 2017). Both strands of discussion speak of a concern with both the
potential and actual connections between research, policy, and practice which has
resulted in a strong global push, and many earnest efforts, to tighten them (Malin
et al., 2020; Coldwell et al., 2017; Hammersley-Fletcher & Lewin, 2015).

Scholarship and experience underscore that strengthening these connections is
no small task. Early models of ‘knowledge transfer’ and ‘research utilisation’
viewed research-policy/practice gaps as issues of failed dissemination or
insufficient uptake (Farley-Ripple et al., 2021). This framing prompted a raft of
initiatives designed to fix these ‘deficits’, such as translating research outputs into
more digestible formats and building the capacity of practitioners to understand,
apply, and conduct research (Rickinson et al., 2022). Alternative framings, such as
those by Farley-Ripple and colleagues (2018, p. 235), contend that gaps and
disconnects represent a “collective, multi-dimensional problem demanding
deeper understanding and coordination of the research and practice enterprises.”
Indeed, it is now more widely understood that tightening the connections
between research, policy and practice involves “understanding of and tending to
different aspects of the educational ecosystem, and the undertaking of various
efforts through which they might be brought into closer alignment” (Malin &
Brown, 2020, p. 1).

The persistent disconnect between research, policy, and practice across fields has
been theorised as chiefly stemming from cultural and community dissonance.
Bogenschneider and Corbett (2011) describe this as

a lack of communication between knowledge producers and knowledge
consumers from a number of disparate communities who engage in
different core technologies and operate in distinct professional and
institutional cultures. These cultures, in turn, shape the communication
styles, decision-making criteria, questions of interest, reward systems,
salient constituencies, and time frames of the members of each community
(p. 126).



This theory has been echoed within education, with Brown and Allen (2021)
speaking of the different professional worlds of researchers and educators “each
with its own institutional language and norms, hierarchies, incentive systems, and
approaches to solving problems” (p. 21). Garcia (2021) describes equally large
dissonance between researchers and educational policymakers.

What appears to be needed, then, are individuals, teams, initiatives, technologies,
and organisations operating knowledgeably and comfortably in the connecting
spaces between research, policy, and practice, thereby strengthening the
connections between them (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). These connecting activities are
generally referred to as knowledge brokering (Malin & Brown, 2020).
Knowledge brokers are the human face of knowledge brokering and are those
who can facilitate the co-creation, utilisation, and mobilisation of knowledge
between research, policy and practice communities (Ward et al., 2009). Though
these are terms with multiple and inconsistent definitions (Rycroft-Smith, 2022),
this chapter draws on Van de Ven’s (2007) model of ‘engaged scholarship’ to
conceive of knowledge brokering as centring around the creation of knowledge-
in-context!. Such knowledge can manifest in products (e.g., policy brief/research
note) or processes (e.g., relationships and networks that enable the co-creation of
such knowledge) and is distinct from mere knowledge dissemination because of
the specialist boundary-crossing expertise required to embed, interpret and
mediate such products and processes, not only for but with the target audiences
(Rycroft-Smith, 2022).

This chapter aims to provide an introduction to knowledge brokering as a
concept and set of practices with specific focus on its applications, strengths, and
challenges in education. To accomplish this, we divide the chapter into five
sections. First, and leading on from our discussion above, we consider the sorts of
knowledge it is possible to broker. Next, we focus on the various approaches to
brokering knowledge, followed by the actors operating in this landscape. Then,
we consider the competencies knowledge brokers require in order to better foster
the connections between research, policy, and practice, before concluding with a
summary and recommendations.

1. What Sorts of Knowledge can be Brokered?

By this stage, readers may be wondering what a chapter on knowledge brokering is
doing in a handbook about research-informed educational policy and practice.
Why are we not referring to research brokering or to research dissemination?

! The conceptualisation is compatible with the view that what is useful and what is needed and desired varies considerably
by context, and that powerful knowledge (in and beyond education) arises from meaningful and sustained connection
between differently-situated people, knowledges, and ways of knowing. As the chapter proceeds, we unpack this
conceptualisation and others and attend both toward affordances and ongoing challenges and tensions.



What is the difference between knowledge and research? What knowledge is it
possible to broker? If you are asking these questions, you are far from alone. The
nature of knowledge and how it is manifest has been a source of debate for
hundreds of years and these matters continue to take center stage in literature on
research- and evidence-informed policy and practice across disciplines and fields
of practice (Greenhalgh & Wieringa, 2011; Atherton, 2013; Whitty & Furlong,
2017).

Let us begin, then, by considering the difference between research and
knowledge. Research can broadly be defined as ‘evidence that is the result of
systematic investigation, regardless of whether or not it emanates from a research
setting’ (Boaz et al., 2019, p. 5). This definition implies that research is a product -
a bounded set of evidence, facts or results - and that one party (or setting) is
primarily responsible for producing it. Given such understandings, it can be
difficult to get away from unidirectional, dissemination-focused approaches to
addressing the space between research, policy and practice. Knowledge,
conversely, can be understood as both an object - explicit, codified and portable -
and as a process - tacit, embedded in contexts and practices, and inseparable from
the knower (Tooman et al, 2016). This understanding demands that we treat
researchers, practitioners and policymakers as producers and holders of valuable
knowledge that needs to be better connected in order to change educational
practice and policy.

If we accept that we need to be talking of knowledge rather than research
brokering, our thoughts probably ought to turn to the sorts of knowledge it is
possible to broker. Here it is useful to turn to ancient Greece - specifically to
Aristotle’s distinction between three very different forms of knowledge (episteme,
techne and phronesis). This distinction has been picked up by a number of
authors exploring the landscape of knowledge brokering and research- and
evidence-informed policy and practice (Tooman et al, 2016; Greenhalgh &
Weiringa, 2011; Ward, 2017). We present these forms in Table x below. It is
important to stress, here, that ‘knowledge’ is a fusion of these three forms, and
that each does not necessarily constitute knowledge on its own.

Form of knowledge Description Represented in

Scientific or factual Content-based subject Research/evaluation

knowledge (episteme) matter (i.e. ‘know that’) report; comparative data
including formal table

research findings, quality
and performance data
and evaluation data.




Technical knowledge
(techne)

Skills-based capability
such as practical skills,
experiences and
expertise (i.e. know how)
that is embedded in
practice.

Skills/people directory,
staff handbook
[institutional logics,
routines, rules and norms
‘how we do things
around here’].

Practical wisdom
(phronesis)

The ability to make wise,
practical, ethical
judgements (‘what best to
do in this case’) using
professional judgments,
values and beliefs

Professional code of
conduct or similar,
cultural understanding

Table x: Forms of knowledge (after Aristotle)

This brief section shows that knowledge can mean different things to different
people in different contexts and goes beyond the realm of research evidence or
results. Researchers, practitioners and policymakers can all be thought of as the
holders of valuable knowledge (or knowledges) that can be brought to bear on
educational policy and practice. As Gutiérrez (2017, p. 6) argues, “different ways of
knowing, different knowers, and different forms of knowledge are all legitimate,
partial, and interdependent.” The power of knowledge brokering, then, is its
ability to connect these people and forms of knowledge in various ways. We can
begin to see, too, how knowledge brokering given such an understanding is more
complex and contingent (but also, we argue, more promising) than, for instance,
the task of disseminating or translating “research evidence” to practitioners or
policymakers. In the following section we explore some of these varying
approaches and how they can be best understood.

2. How can we Understand Varied Knowledge Brokering Approaches in

Education?

The activities and approaches encompassed by the term ‘knowledge brokering’,
both in educational contexts and beyond, are varied, diverse and complex and
many attempts have been made to categorise them (Rycroft-Smith 2022). Table X
summarises the key models and metaphors used to depict knowledge brokering
within education, along with some of their affordances and limitations.

Model/metaphor Emphasis

Affordances

Limitations




knowledge brokering as
mediating

knowledge broker as

mediator or
intermediary

(e.g. Levin, 2013)

Facilitating
relationships

-emphasises social/relational role
-recognises emotional and cultural
aspects

-highlights awareness of potential
dissonances between communities
-suggests a focus of moving towards
shared goals

-highlights considerable expertise
needed from broker

-expecting tension may create
tension

-suggests a negotiation focus
which may be overly narrow
-may minimise role of creating
resources and artefacts

-may centre the broker

knowledge brokering as
straddling

knowledge broker as
mixed-terrain Colossus

(e.g. Cordingley, 1999)

Crossing
boundaries

-emphasises need to inhabit/understand
different terrains

-recognises cultural aspects

-highlights the boundaries and barriers
that may be present between
communities

-expecting community dissonance
may create community
dissonance

-may centre the broker

-static model

-unlike spanning/bridging model,
brokers themselves as only
conduits

-may characterise practice as
terrain that is inferred as inferior
to research

knowledge brokering as
Janusian integration

Being a member
of more than one

-emphasises considerable
expertise/experience of broker needed

-suggests two or more identities
may be incompatible, or non-

community simultaneous
knowledge broker as -others may perceive broker as
dual role player disingenuous or non-authentic
(e.g. Lam, 2018)
knowledge brokering as Removing -suggests researchers and teachers can -suggests broker has control
boundary blurring barriers have blurred/multiple identities over knowledge flow

-emphasises dynamic flow model -may centre broker

knowledge broker as
permeable membrane
(e.g. Guston, 2001)
knowledge brokering as Building -focus on creating pathways/connections | -suggests worlds of research and

boundary spanning

knowledge broker as
bridge between worlds

(e.g. Malin & Brown,
2020)

connections
(geographic)

-suggests researchers/teachers can move
between worlds

-may suggest knowledge broker becomes
obsolete over time

-emphasises dynamic flow model

practice are completely distinct
-unlike the boundary blurring
model, the boundary spanning
redraws/emphasises the
boundary itself

knowledge brokering as
translating

Interpreting

-focus on moving knowledge from one
language, form, or format to another
-highlights the language/discourse

-several possible types of activity
may be conflated
-may centre the broker
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knowledge broker as accessibility problems between -relies on knowledge broker's
code-switcher researchers and teachers ability to understand implications
of cultural-linguistic decisions
(e.g. Hirschkorn &
Geelan, 2008)

knowledge brokering as Introducing -focus on building connections within -credibility and trust may be
matchmaking system diluted

-emphasis that knowledge broker does -may feed into self-reinforcing
Knowledge broker as not need to know everything White patriarchal narratives of
nexus who is seen/privileged

(e.g. Sharples & Sheard,

2015)

knowledge brokering as Storytelling -focus on selecting interesting, good- -may be interpreted as

curating quality and relevant evidence subjective/biased selection
-emphasises that collections of different (cherrypicking)

Knowledge broker as types of evidence can be complementary | -may feed into self-reinforcing

exhibitor -highlights expertise in drawing out ideas | White patriarchal narratives of

(e.g. Rycroft-Smith, 2022) of narrative, contrast and themes who is seen/privileged

Table X: Models and metaphors of knowledge brokering in education (adapted from Rycroft-
Smith, 2022)

Despite this diversity of models and metaphors, there are several common
themes and issues across the knowledge brokering literature. These include the
importance or obsolescence of dedicated knowledge brokering roles, the
significance of boundary maintenance activity, the creation and maintenance of
credibility and trust, and the potential for marginalisation.

One issue garnering far less attention is the role of teacher agency in the variously
described models of knowledge brokering. This is defined by Imants and van der
Wal (2020) as capacity to act within a system of constraints that include teacher
beliefs, knowledge and skills, available resources, culture, and external drivers of
change. Below, we explore how we can use this concept to better understand
approaches to knowledge brokering.

There are two main - and almost entirely contradictory - schools of thought on
how best to tighten connections between educational research, policy and practice
and ensure that research evidence is used (Oancea, 2005). The first involves
engineering or mandating the use of research evidence by, for instance, building it
into curricula, or making it the subject of legislation (Gorard et al., 2020). This can
be categorised as a low teacher agency approach: teachers’ capacity to act (i.e. to use
their own judgement) is limited in order to ensure the implementation of research
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evidence. Low agency approaches align with views of knowledge as content-based
subject matter (episteme) that is produced by specialists, agreed by policymakers
and put into practice by teachers. Knowledge brokering tends to be framed as
straddling or translating whereby knowledge brokers bring research evidence to
policymakers in such a way that it can be used to inform national and/or local
policymaking or curriculum decisions. Whilst such approaches may be useful if the
evidence is clear, relatively uncontested, and needs to be widely implemented, they
can be problematic. Research mediation by knowledge brokers can further reduce
policymaker and teacher agency by removing their opportunities to critically
evaluate the research from their own perspective, and reduces the influence of
teacher knowledge/s (Rycroft-Smith & Macey, 2021). For teachers, such
approaches are likely to result in them being pulled in different directions, leaving
them in situations of conflict and compromise (e.g. Pesek & Kirshner, 2000). This
also suggests a view of knowledge itself that is technocratic and artificially divorced
from the phronesis and techne described in Section 1.

The second school of thought involves giving teachers more professional trust as
well as detailed support, time and professional development (e.g. Akkerman &
Bruining, 2016). Such high teacher agency approaches aim to ensure that teachers can
make use of research but can also choose not to in as informed a way as possible.
High agency approaches align with views of knowledge as a blend of research
evidence (episteme), practice-based skills and expertise (techne) and practical
wisdom (phronesis), with research use depending on greater dialogue and
collaboration between researchers, policymakers and teachers (e.g. Carnine, 1997).
As such, knowledge brokers tend to be framed as mediators, bridges or
matchmakers. Facilitating high teacher agency in the use of research evidence also
requires professional development that examines the nature of evidence from
research rather than simply how it ‘should’ be used in practice. Such a
‘metaevidential’ approach (Rycroft-Smith & Macey, 2021) would afford
policymakers and teachers opportunities to consider the compatibility of the
research with their areas of practice, contexts and preferred ways of working,
combining the three types of knowledge described in Section 1 in a more blended,
fluid and phenomological manner.

The two categories described here - low teacher agency and high teacher agency - are
very similar to Walter et al’s (2004) three models of research-informed practice in
social care: the research-based practitioner model; the embedded research model; and the
organisational excellence model. This aligns with the approaches suggested above,
where low teacher agency matches with the embedded research model, and high
teacher agency with the research-based practitioner model. It also adds a third
model: organisational excellence, which explicitly addresses the issue of culture as
constraint, where a research-informed culture is seen as the long-term goal,
aiming to integrate practitioner knowledge with research knowledge in a cyclical



and dynamic process of co-creation. It is interesting to consider whether this is, in
theory at least, the best of both worlds, and whether one model may be considered
a ‘stepping stone’ on the way to another, or if they overlap at all. Although there are
several other, somewhat related, ways of categorising knowledge brokering, we
have chosen to focus on distinct approaches with implications for teacher agency,
given our sense that this provides sharp relief and may be helpful to brokers as they
self-reflect on their approaches and underlying assumptions. Hence in Figure X the
work of knowledge brokers in each model as we envisage it in educational contexts
is considered.

QT® e
é Leadership and Research use is There is local Pudnémh'?é i ::cal
( afa ) management are supported by adaptation of ur-uversmes? o
L intermediary
[ 19 |1 responsible for developing an research findings organisations
® ® keeping up to date  organisational culture and ongoing S oy .
S with research that is ‘research- '90‘"“."9 both the creation and
minded’ WIThm, use of research
ORGANISATIONAL erganisations knowledge in a cyclical
EXCELLENCE MODEL process.

Research use is
Specific achieved by embedding
policymakers are  research in systems
responsible for  and processes, such as
keeping up to date  standards, policies,

Responsibility for  The use of research is
ensuring research use  both q linear and
lies with policy instrumental process:
makers and research is translated
service delivery directly into practice

with research procedures
managers change.

and tools.
EMBEDDED RESEARCH
MODEL

Figure X: three models of research-informed practice, adapted from Walter et al
(2004)

Meyer (2010) suggests knowledge brokers should have ‘double peripherality’ - the
ability to bridge worlds, making them what Lam (2018, p. 1716) calls ‘intentional
hybrids’, inhabiting an overlapping third space where difference is negotiated and
ideas are deliberately tested and contested. In this space, tension is the norm and
the focus, and and one central tension for educational knowledge brokers is this:
some teachers appear to simultaneously desire easy-to-implement ‘takeaways’
from research and yet retaining their agency is still very important (e.g. Rycroft-
Smith & Stylianides, 2022). This clearly underscores the need for clarified thinking



around the place of knowledge brokering in evidence use in education, in
particular the assumptions about teacher professionalism, autonomy and agency
underlying different models of engagement with evidence.

3. What Actors Comprise the Knowledge Brokering Landscape?

The educational ecosystem — much like other policy and practice ecosystems —
includes a range of individuals and entities that sometimes (or, in some cases,
regularly) work - or play - “at the interface between the worlds of researchers and
decision-makers” (Ward et al., 2009, p. 2), facilitating the co-production,
translation, flow, and/or uptake of knowledge-in-context. The goal in this section,
then, is to provide a broad sense of the educational ecosystem and the actors that
broker knowledge within/across its varied contexts.

Levin (2013) identified three main overlapping contexts in education related to
the mobilisation of research evidence: production, use, and mediation. The
mediation context is vibrant and significant, composed of diverse actors and
activities focused on linking research with educational policy and/or practice.
Knowledge brokering also regularly happens within production and use contexts.
Indeed, actors sometimes inhabit multiple or cross between domains, moving
beyond their primary activities—as when, for example, researchers (primarily
“producers”) actively exchange and co-create knowledge with practitioners
(Cooper et al., 2020), intermediaries like think tanks or multinational
organisations sponsor research and produce knowledge (Verger et al., 2019), and
educators produce and exchange evidence beyond their schools. Farley-Ripple
and Grajeda (2020), for instance, demonstrated how teachers and school leaders
frequently function as knowledge brokers and highlighted schools as key sites
where knowledge brokering processes regularly take place. A similar
phenomenon is evident in policy; for example, some legislators acquire
reputations amongst their colleagues as trustworthy knowledge brokers
(Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2011).

Two more complexities should be surfaced. First, knowledge brokering often
occurs in long, complex chains between research and policy or practice—showing
there are multiple participants and technologies contributing to knowledge
brokering, and in this process knowledge is integrated, reinterpreted, and
otherwise transformed (e.g., Shewchuk & Farley-Ripple, 2023; Malin & Paralkar,
2017; Neal et al., 2015). Second, policy and practice communities are substantially
different (Martin & Williams, 2019), and knowledge brokering must be fit to
context. There also exist policy and practice sub-communities —for instance,
teachers of particular content areas, and legislators, executives, and agency staff in
policy—that have distinct interests, cultures, and informational needs.



Consequently, some knowledge brokers in education are quite specialised,
focusing on particular subcommunities (for example: the U.S.-based National
Association of Secondary School Principals) while others may have a broader
remit but still should be able to adjust their products and processes to meet
varying needs.

We now turn to education’s mediation context, for which knowledge brokering is
a primary activity. This context is densely inhabited, including many policy- and
practice-focused individuals and entities. In the U.S., for example, there has been
a “proliferation of [non-state actors] in the political arena” (Horsford et al., 2019,
p. 77), including an ever-expanding array of intermediary organisations seeking to
influence education policy (Goldie et al., 2014; Scott et al., 2015). There have also
been long-running efforts to strengthen research-practice connections via
government-funded intermediaries like the Regional Educational Laboratories
(from the 1960s) and the What Works Clearinghouse (WWGC; from 2002) (Farley-
Ripple et al., 2017). Educators’ demand for professionally-relevant knowledge has
also driven various individuals and organisations to enter the space—ranging
from professional associations to for-profit producers of research summaries to
philanthropically-backed platforms for knowledge exchange (Lawlor et al., 2021).

The increasing numbers and influences of intermediaries is not confined to the
U.S. Globally, international organisations such as OECD and the World Bank are
quite impactful on education policy and practice. OECD, for example, exerts
much influence globally flowing from its large-scale educational assessment
administration and dissemination of results (Wiseman & Taylor, 2017). The
World Bank, meanwhile, finances education systems and reforms, with
conditions attached. Both organisations, and many others, have ample resources
to produce “attractive knowledge products [and] widely disseminate them,”
sometimes including direct delivery to policymakers (Edwards, 2018). In other
national contexts, too, recent years have seen new education initiatives featuring a
knowledge brokering focus in the Netherlands, Scandinavian countries, and in
Canada and New Zealand, among others (Rycroft-Smith, 2022; Wollscheid et al.,
2019). In England and Scotland, too, are abundant examples of educators’
demand for evidence driving grassroots initiatives like researchED and teacher
networks like ScotEdChat (Nelson & Campbell, 2019).

Intermediaries’ influence can be helpful or harmful. Verger and colleagues (2019)
show how some international agencies tactically and selectively use research to
reinforce earlier-established policy preferences—by, in effect, cherry-picking
evidence to create a misleading impression of consensus around complicated,
context-sensitive matters, thereby motivating policy and practical action but
unwisely so (see also Malin & Rind, 2022). Such concerns grow, too, when we
consider that some nations and governments are less well positioned to resist



such external influence—for instance, those that are more dependent on external
financing usually have less control over their policy environments. Accordingly
we suggest the potential for knowledge brokers to do harm is positively related to
the level of scale/investment: Well-resourced entities with the capacity to collect
large-scale data, create slick knowledge products, and organise knowledge
exchange events with powerful decision-makers are capable of doing more harm
than smaller-scale entities whose work occurs locally and relies more so on
voluntariness, goodwill and relationships: in other words, community-based
knowledge brokering.

One way to make sense of this mass of actors and activities in educational
knowledge brokering is to think in terms of models. Ward et al. (2009), focusing
on the health care sector, identified three main models: knowledge management;
linkage and exchange; and capacity building. Focusing on education, Bush (2017)
detected similar patterns, identifying three main roles being fulfilled by
educational knowledge brokers—i.e., those who: 1. create resources to distil and
communicate evidence from research (i.e., knowledge management); 2. develop
partnerships between researchers and decision-makers (linkage and exchange);
and/or 3. support decision-makers as they engage within evidence and test
impacts locally (capacity building). Regarding the latter role, for example, Caduff
et al. (in press) examined how five US-based, equity-focused organisations (and
knowledge brokers therein) support capacity building within educational system:s,
finding that they employed several context-specific strategies and relied on well-
worn approaches like workshops and online tutorials and resources.

It is also imperative to examine the power and potential of technology-mediated
knowledge brokerage, perhaps especially in education. To date, researchers have
primarily focused on people and organisations as brokers, though some
burgeoning literature focuses on technology, examining “how online technologies
and spaces can support brokerage” (see Lawlor et al., 2021); this has included
attention toward the educational utility and knowledge exchange potential of
interactive social spaces like Facebook and Twitter, and—more recently—toward
online platforms that focus on educational knowledge brokerage such as Wi C
and Teachers Pay Teachers (Lawlor et al., 2021). As we write this chapter, we are
witnessing a generative artificial intelligence revolution in real time, with text-
and image-generating chatbots like ChatGTP generating both huge hopes and
concerns. Suffice to say, we certainly do see these as knowledge - or perhaps
intelligence - brokering tools with major applications and implications in
education, warranting sustained critical examination.

4. What Competencies are Required of Knowledge Brokers?



Now we discuss several competencies knowledge brokers may require in order to
tighten the connections between research, policy, and practice. Given the lack of
education-specific research in this area, much of the literature is drawn more
widely, especially from healthcare and business; it remains an open question
whether the findings generalise well to educational contexts or whether there are
issues specific to education necessitating further attention.

Several researchers list suggested or expected skills or competencies for
knowledge brokers. For example, Boari and Riboldazzi (2014) suggest that
credibility and reputation are very important. Others have more extensive lists,
such as Frost et al. (2016), who include competencies (“skills of”) developed from
healthcare settings:

e connection: the ability to bring people together and facilitate interactions

e location and presentation: the ability to find research-based and other
evidence to shape decisions

e evaluation and transformation: the ability to assess evidence, interpret it
and adapt it to circumstances

e communication: a knowledge of marketing and media and how to use
them to shape narratives

e prediction: the ability to identify emerging management and policy issues
that research could help to resolve

This reflects a general tendency to present knowledge brokers’ skills and
competencies vis-a-vis the instrumental activities they may carry out, for
example earlier ideas of models and metaphors used in the literature that may
include interpreting, translating, introducing, or boundary crossing.

Others, however, have considered not only the skills and competencies of
brokers, but their roles and identities. Knowledge brokers play a critical role in
the flow of ideas because they filter information (Finnigan, 2023), affording them
the privilege and responsibility of gatekeeping in several senses. As such,
knowledge brokers require a sound awareness and understanding of the
landscape they inhabit, the knowledges they are working with, and the
communities they broker between in order to exercise informed judgement
(Rycroft-Smith, 2022).

Saunders (2006, p. 136) suggests “both teaching and research are intrinsically
social and ethical, not just instrumental, undertakings; and that creativity, feeling
and intuition, as well as cognition, are crucial to the satisfactory accomplishment
of each.” She suggests education is a moral enterprise, with the quality of
education depending on the quality of teachers’ deliberation and judgement in
the classroom, and the quality of researchers’ deliberation and judgement outside
it. Accordingly, we might expect knowledge brokers, as key facilitators of such



judgements, require qualities of deep understanding of the processes by which
people arrive at decisions and how to co- evaluate and reflect on their ‘quality’.

Knowledge brokers require facility with both qualitative and quantitative data, and
the contexts in which it may be (mis)used. One of the most significant dangers
facing knowledge brokers (and those who engage with them) concerns the
mistaking of mathematics for objectivity, numbers for neutrality, or empiricism
for apoliticism. A useful term here is mathwashing, which has been used to refer to

e Deceiving people about the objectivity of mathematical models containing
baked-in biases (Mok, 2017)

e “a way of lending credibility to an argument or justifying a course of action
by appealing to mathematical authority” (Rycroft-Smith & Macey, 2020)

e Hiding “a subjective reality under a thin layer of “objective mathematical
processing” (Rycroft-Smith et al., in press)

Providing a useful process and antidote, Saunders (2007, p. 7) describes learning
through working with teachers that “the meanings of data are socially
constructed: from the data themselves, from their significance in a politicised
context of accountability, and also from the values and attitudes, concerns and
expectations of individual staff.” One of the most beguiling propositions for the
naive knowledge broker concerns neutrality: that the processes of finding and
presenting research, connecting and representing people, and selecting problems
and solutions for focus are objective, ‘empirical’ and non-biased, such that
another knowledge broker (human or machine) in the same situation would make
the same choices. But of course, we all must exist in spaces both literal and
metaphorical - research voices all come from somewhere (Haraway, 2016) - and
that confers on every knowledge broker positionality and perspective. In
particular, choosing which problems to call problems, as Bacchi (2012) notes, is
one of the most value-laden activities there is. Some even mistake neutrality for
not taking a position - what Rycroft-Smith et al. (in press), in the context of
mathematics and mathematics education, have called the Aidden ethics fallacy: that
it is possible “to ‘opt out’ of taking a position at all, by declaring they have made a
choice not to engage with ethics (or politics, or social justice, or equity).” Because
all knowledge brokering comes with positionality (values and assumptions), we
suggest knowledge brokers should be transparent about this, both to themselves
and others.

Moreover, as Morrison (2001, p. 77) states, “what works is a matter of discussion and
debate, not simply of data; what works is a value statement not simply an empirical
statement”; anyone facilitating work in this area therefore requires a deep
understanding of not only data and values, but their interactions. Saunders (2007,



p. 8) similarly troubles the “what works agenda,” suggesting that “what works is not
self-evident but needs to be held up to full ethical and intellectual discussion.”
While we hold out for “the possibility of intelligible discourse between people quite
different from one another in interest, outlook, wealth, and power, and yet
contained in a world where tumbled as they are into endless connection” (Geertz,
1999, p. 170), we are conscious of the ethical entanglements this connection creates,
and ask: who, if not the knowledge broker, should address them?

We see here a conceptualisation of knowledge broker as judge, weighing not only
evidence but argument, input, ethical considerations and historico-cultural issues
to produce trustworthy advice. One difficulty here is that the knowledge broker
may also be placed in the position of advocate, speaking for those who are silenced
or missing from the table of decision-making. This multiroling is extremely
difficult for any one person to do successfully and can surface tensions with
politics, credibility and authority.

Wenger (2008), in their work examining communities of practice, suggests
several key broker qualities or abilities:

Multimembership: being part of more than one community

Translation: seeing and understanding similarities and differences between
different communities

Legitimacy: being embedded enough in each community to have
influence in them

They also suggest an unwanted side effect of brokering, the discomfort of
uprootedness, which may relate to a fourth key quality — intentionally staying on
the boundaries or margins; as Wenger notes, “their contributions lie precisely in
being neither in nor out” (p. 110).

Burt (2004, p. 349) puts it thus: “people who stand near the holes in a social
structure are at higher risk of having good ideas”, explaining that homogeneity of
thinking, opinion and behaviour happens at the core, and therefore at the
margins — what they call the structural holes - selection and synthesis from across
and within groups (in other words effective knowledge brokering) is more likely
to occur. Boari and Riboldazzi (2014) suggest something similar in practice: Actors
with brokerage relations have easier access to diverse, contradictory information,
which can make it easier to spot opportunities for innovation.

These ideas perhaps lead Auld, Doig and Bennett (2022), in their work comparing
knowledge brokering to putting on a stage musical, to suggest that knowledge
brokers require a broad range of skills and characteristics, leading to both role
conflict and ambiguity. They describe knowledge brokers in the higher



education context performing activities in four main areas: developing
stakeholder inter-relationships (know your cast and crew); training and educating
stakeholders (train your cast and crew); using evaluative and iterative strategies
(rehearse and review); and providing interactive assistance, tailoring to the
context, and changing infrastructure (provide hands-on support). They suggest
the following skills are required for knowledge brokers, aligned to these four
areas:

initiating, developing and nurturing relationships

training others, including identifying knowledge gaps
identifying barriers, evaluating strengths and weaknesses
tailoring messaging to audience and context, coordinating others

Hence they suggest that the knowledge broker role is so large and varied that, in
line with their analogy, this work should almost never be the role of a single
person - but a collaborative, team effort making use of multiple skill sets. This
flows from their literature review where they found that others had, at various
times, suggested that to successfully broker knowledge one must be:

entrepreneurial, trustworthy, a clear communicator (Lomas, 2007),
authentic, respectful, approachable, flexible, responsive, reliable and
self-confident (Stetler et al, 2011), enthusiastic, creative, a great listener,
courageous, tactful, committed, and nimble-footed! (Phipps and Morton,
20138) (Auld et al., 2022, p.151)

It is clear that many qualities have been both described and prescribed for
knowledge brokering activity. The implication here is that, to be successful,
knowledge brokers either work in teams or specialise in particular areas (or
perhaps both). As described earlier, the concept of knowledge broker as curator
(in the sense of creating more than the sum of parts) is applicable here; as
knowledge brokers “share knowledge and add value by helping others makes
sense of individual pieces in a wider context” (Cherrstrom & Boden, 2020, p.113),
bridging people and communities by transforming knowledge structures and well
as knowledge.

With great architectural power should come great responsibility. Serious
questions remain unanswered in the literature, for example: “If consensus exists
around distinct competencies associated with KB, how are these competencies developed?”
and “How can the development of KB be supported purposefully?” This work would also
support development of regulation around knowledge brokering, allowing the
promotion of activity which does good and the mitigation (and possible
sanctioning) of that which does harm.



5. Conclusion

Vexing challenges have met efforts to tighten research, practice, and policy
connections in education. This chapter has focused on knowledge brokering as a
(partial) solution, given its unique potential to enhance connections
between/across communities and create knowledge-in-context. Accordingly, we
have provided a conceptual and practical introduction to knowledge brokering,
focusing on its applications, affordances, and constraints in education.

We first considered what sorts of knowledge can be brokered, suggesting
knowledge takes three basic forms and is most powerful when integrated.
Knowledge goes beyond the realm of research evidence. Moreover, what makes
knowledge brokering particularly potent is its ability to connect differently-
positioned people and their valuable knowledges, which can be brought to bear
on policy and practice.

We next surveyed knowledge brokering approaches in education, showing that
these (and the attempts made at categorising them) are diverse and complex. We
dedicated special focus to clearly distinctive approaches relative to teacher agency
(high and low), aiming to help brokers self-reflect on their approaches and
assumptions. Brokers’ choices clearly can affect teachers, arguably the most
important educational professionals; we generally favour the high teacher agency
approach, finding it to be better aligned with our conceptualisation of knowledge
brokers as powerful connectors of people and forms of knowledge.

We next surveyed the knowledge brokering landscape in education, noting how
knowledge brokering routinely takes place in each of three main contexts. We
also showed how the mediation context — for which knowledge brokering is a
primary activity — is densely inhabited, with increasing numbers and influences
of intermediaries. We argued their influences can be helpful or harmful,
suggesting the potential for harm is positively related to the level of
scale/investment. In this regard, we also discussed technology-mediated
knowledge brokerage, recognizing both potential (e.g., the ability of interactive
social spaces to foster discourse and facilitate knowledge fusion) and concerns
(e.g., the potential of chatbots like ChatGTP to generate deepfake imagery and
proliferate misinformation) of such tools.

Lastly, we discussed several skills and competencies and knowledge brokers may
require. Throughout, we elected to emphasise ethical aspects of brokering,
recognizing that knowledge brokers are positioned to filter information and to
otherwise serve as gatekeepers. Education, broadly, is a moral enterprise; we
concur with Saunders (2006), who suggests knowledge brokering in education
should be fundamentally supportive of teachers’ and researchers’ ethics-laden



deliberation and judgement. We view knowledge brokers, then, as being
importantly positioned to address ethical entanglements while they connect
people and knowledge.
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