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1 OTTER project 

 

OTTER is a H2020 funded project that aims to enhance the understanding of Education Outside 

the Classroom (EOC) approaches and how they can help improve the acquisition of scientific 

knowledge and transferable skills in students, specifically in the field of environmental 

sustainability and the reduction of plastic waste. It aims to increase interest in scientific topics 

among young people, while also contributing to the range of innovative educational projects and the 

increase of scientific citizenship within the EU. 

 

OTTER aims to strengthen educational outside-the-classroom (EOC) networks within Europe, 

connecting experts from four different regions within the continent (Finland, Hungary, Ireland and 

Spain). The strengthening of these networks will be utilised to carry out a programme of EOC pilot 

schemes and analyse of the effect they have on the performance of participating students, including 

their levels of sophisticated consumption and scientific citizenship, to increase understanding of the 

effects of education outside the classroom on EU citizens. The pilot schemes will share a common 

theme revolving around issues of plastic waste and recycling in order to build upon recent momentum 

in tackling related global educational, social, and environmental issues and due to the close 

relationship between reducing plastic waste and the need for more sophisticated consumers. 
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3 Objective 

This report presents the preparation phase and the proceedings of OTTER’s final conference "Beyond 

the classroom: rethinking STEAM education", which was organised in cooperation with Open 

Schooling Together (OST) network. The conference took place on 15th February 2024 from 10:00 to 

16:00 at the Monnet Delors Room of the NH Hotels Carrefour de L'Europe in Brussels, Belgium. 

OTTER final conference had the aim to share the project’s findings with a wide range of stakeholders 

as well as to further promote the tools and materials which were produced within the framework of 

the project. Cooperation with sister projects from the OST Network ensured both synergies and 

identifying of common challenges and accomplishments, as well as reaching out to a variety of 

stakeholders in Brussels and beyond. 

Namely, the idea of the conference was not only to present OTTER’s main results, but to also provide 

a broader perspective on pathways to propel STEAM education in Europe with input from experts 

involved in various open schooling projects. The event was also an opportunity to discover 

innovative practices and methodologies in STEAM education related to education outside the 

classroom and engage in concrete discussions on pathways to apply them in real-life settings.   

The following section of this report presents the background, preparation and implementation phases 

of the OTTER conference, as well as summary and conclusions from various session, while the 

annexes provide a compilation of the official agenda and presentations. 
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4 Background and Preparation 

OTTER final conference was planned to be organised in Brussels back to back with the consortium’s final 

project meeting. The goal of the final conference was on one hand to inform a wide range of stakeholders 

about OTTER’s findings on Education Outside the Classroom (EOC) methods and exploring their 

implementation in European settings, while investigating how this can help improve acquisition of scientific 

knowledge and transferable skills in students, specifically in the field of environmental sustainability, and 

on the other hand to further promote the project’s tools such as the Learning Platform and Toolkit with a 

view to boosting their exploitation. 

The consortium considered that cooperating with sister projects from the OST Network would provide 

a much bigger added value and impact as our topics are very much linked and our research and outputs 

encounter the same challenges. Hence, the topic was selected that is more all-encompassing and covering 

the topics of all the projects that took part in the panel, World Café sessions and with their posters. Hence, 

“Beyond the Classroom: rethinking STEAM education” as a title was selected to reflect the focus that was 

slightly broader than just our results focused on EOC and sustainability. OTTER cooperation with 

OSTogether started earlier: OTTER results were included in several newsletters and OTTER 

representatives were present at monthly meetings. This is where the idea came from and the planning and 

invitations already started in November. 

We opted for an approach where topics of the keynote speech and panel were going to be broad enough 

to encompass topics of all the projects present at the conference, as well as to have a World Café 

structured in such a way that we would have 5 topics, out of which 3 are led by our sister projects. Through 

various coordination meetings, our teams finalised the sessions’ scope, agenda, speakers and other 

details. This ensured a true collaborative effort and a broad range of topics to be covered under the same 

umbrella of Open Education and STEAM. Annex 1 provides the full session description and the final 

agenda. 

The venue chosen had to accommodate both the plenary part and the World Café sessions, while 

simultaneously having the space to showcase the posters as this was a good way to introduce all the 

projects present at the event. The consortium opted for a central location as it was important for the venue 

to be close to institutions and the train station for the participants coming out of town. 

During the November-February period, our team intensively promoted the conference which was 

scheduled to take place on 15th February 2024 from 10:00 to 16:00 at the Monnet Delors Room of the 

NH Hotels Carrefour de L'Europe in Brussels, Belgium. During this period, we also brainstormed on 

and identified the list of speakers, in particular the panellists, in a way to ensure a balanced representation 

of our own representatives and external speakers as well as of the different stakeholders (see the list and 

profiles of our speakers in Annex 1). 
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All the OTTER partners, along with sister projects, promoted the conference through their networks, 

including their social media channels. Additionally, GEO also conducted a detailed search of potential 

stakeholders specifically in Belgium, including universities, science centres, schools, NGOs, projects, 

officials, representatives in the EU Parliament, local municipalities, etc. and sent personalized emails. 

Some of these representatives joined us at the conference, while some could not attend, but asked for the 

conference proceedings and results. Below is a collection of the screenshots from various promotional 

efforts.  
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Thanks to these promotional efforts, 76 people registered for our conference. We had 51 participants in 

the end and we were content with the number of registrations considering a possible low turnout rate, 

which is increasingly common in similar events. 

5 Implementation and follow up 

The structure of the conference was also created to reflect different perspectives and cover both OTTER 

results specifically, but also cross-cutting topics of all the projects we invited to take part in it. Short 

welcoming speech by Ö    C yl  , the managing director of Geonardo Environmental Technologies - 

OTTER's coordinating institution, gave an introduction to both conference and OTTER project, while Irina 

Elena Tiron, OTTER’s project adviser at the European Research Executive Agency briefly presented the 

project’s ambitions and outcomes. 

The keynote speech “Imagining sustainable futures: the role of out-of-school STEAM education” by 

Lucy Avraamidou, president of ESERA and director of the Center for Learning and Teaching of the 

Faculty of Science and Engineering at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands, was centred around 

our vision(s) for sustainable futures and the role out-of-school STEAM education plays in them. Lucy 

invited the audience to reflect on their own ideas for a more sustainable 2030 and drew attention to the 

current setbacks of the educational system. She spoke of schools as "disimagination machines", 

highlighting the standardisation of thinking, the decontextualisation of learning experiences (which makes 

it hard for students to link them to their day-to-day lives), and our obsession with rankings and 

measurements (that can drive further apart students). Science is everywhere - and Lucy emphasised the 

need to build a healthier, more balanced relationship with our natural environment, precisely through out-

of-school practices, taking into account the Sustainable Development Goals, as well. 

D       O’   ll as a representative of University of Limerick, one of the partners in OTTER, focused on 

OTTER results specifically in her presentation “New EOC methodologies: learnings from the OTTER 
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project”. She introduced OTTER methodology implemented through the pilots, sharing the impressions of 

both teachers and students who participated, and the results (that also translated to our deliverables), 

were numerous. Deirdre highlighted students' increased awareness of their nearby environment (for 

example, a river they'd never examined closely before), the applicability of scientific knowledge in real life, 

as well as the possibilities of exploring careers in STEAM. She emphasised the importance of having role 

models (the students were taken to science labs where they spoke to accomplished scientists), but also 

the impact these activities had on teachers' motivation. Both presentations can be found in Annex 2. 

A panel discussion that followed, named “The future of EOC: benefits and obstacles” focused on the 

potential pathways towards making EOC a reality in various European school contexts and challenges to 

those pathways. With Jelena Kajganovic, OTTER's coordinator, as moderator, the panel featured four 

notable guests: Stephanos Cherouvis (senior project manager at ECSITE), Federico Iannuli (researcher 

and project manager for The Lisbon Council), Zsuzsanna Kray (science officer at European Science 

Foundation), and Dr. Aravella Zachariou (Head of Unit of the Education for Environment and Sustainable 

Development, Cyprus Pedagogical Institute and chair of the UNECE ESD Steering Committee). The 

animated discussion revealed many challenging points, such as: 

• The lack of empowerment and support teachers feel in conducting outside the classroom 

activities 

• The absence of resources to make these activities happen  

• The lack of understanding and awareness of the benefits of Education Outside the Classroom 

among parents, who are often keener on students acquiring “marketable” skills rather than the 

soft skills this methodology develops 

• The rigid curricula that leave little room for teachers to go beyond the classroom  

• The heterogenous curricula - huge differences in approaches can be seen from one EU member 

state to another 

 However, it was recognized that projects like ours and those present in the room have been working 

tirelessly to advance the recognition and implementation of outside the classroom learning and that the 

perception is changing slowly, but surely.  

 

 

  

https://www.ecsite.eu/
https://lisboncouncil.net/
https://www.esf.org/
https://www.esf.org/
https://unece.org/
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The second part of the day was dedicated to a co-working session in the format of a W  l  C  é. After 

lunch, participants were divided into five groups, each with its own theme (EOC practices at primary and 

secondary level, Pathways to EOC accreditation, Incorporating technology in EOC activities, Creating 

sustainable networks, From innovative practices to effective change). Within these smaller groups, they 

explored solutions and exchanged ideas, switching the groups every 30 minutes to take part in other 

groups' discussions. More on these conclusions below. 

Lastly, we had the honour of having        L  ț , Head of Sector of REA.C4 Reforming and Enhancing 

European Research and Innovation, close the conference, provide feedback for the OTTERs, and discuss 

future funding opportunities for projects dealing with education. 

In addition, the conference provided space for various projects to present their scientific posters. Overall, 

there were 3 posters from OTTER: 

• Out-of-Classroom Science Education in Europe: a mapping study of practices and paths to 

accreditation by University of Groningen and University of Limerick 

• Explore the OTTER Learning Platform by Geonardo 

• Water in our Lives by Scoil Íde (OTTER pilot school from Ireland). 

In addition to these, nine other projects were present with their posters: 

• Road-STEAMer 

• MULTIPLIERS 

• Bugs 2 the Rescue 

• EcoSTEAM 

• Pacify-D 

• Neteland - STEM-land 

• Surrounded by Science 

• SHORE 

• CONNECT. 
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5.1 Workshop conclusions 

5.1.1 Supporting EOC Practices at Primary and Secondary Level 

Ciara Breen, Sarah Kelly (OIDE/ Scoil Ide) and Martina Scully Brennan (St Flannan's College Ennis) 

– OTTER Pilot Ireland 

Pilot teachers from Ireland have been presenting the main points that make teachers choose to be a part 

of projects like this, as well as what creates motivation to deal with EOC. The main takeaway was that their 

choices were influenced by the prospect of collaborating with an esteemed organisation such as UL, 

coupled with the availability of funding. Additionally, the unwavering support from the principal bolstered 

their confidence in making sound professional decisions. 

While the project seamlessly aligned with the curricular objectives, its execution transcended the confines 

of traditional classroom settings. The ample time they dedicated to collaborative planning emerged as a 

cornerstone of the project's success. It allowed them to refine their approach, address potential challenges 

proactively and foster a collaborative environment conducive to innovation and growth. In doing so, they 

were able to harness the full potential of the project, resulting in a rewarding and enriching experience for 

all involved stakeholders. 

They emphasized that the principal support, especially in terms of time for planning and a feeling of being 

trusted as a professional in their field were the recurring themes discussed. Freeing up teachers for 

planning is an ideal situation for the success of projects. They highlighted that the fact that the relationship 

between third level institutions and Primary schools has changed for the better and this has allowed for 

support between educational stakeholders. This is concluded to be a huge positive, and was fundamental 

in their choice of this project.  

They concluded that they would love to be able to continue this project, and hope that it is accredited as a 

European curriculum which can be rolled out, as the carefully scaffolded planning template is an ideal 

template for cross-curricular planning for EOC. 

5.1.2 Pathways to EOC accreditation 

    ál   Azevedo (University of Groningen) and Zsuzsanna Kray (European Science Foundation), 

OTTER Project  

This session was tackling one of the most challenging issues raised at the conference. It started with the 

premise that the state-of-the-art of EOC accreditation at EU level, in terms of preparation, appearance, or 

integration, is scattered. Research from the OTTER project has not demonstrated current feasibility of 

EOC accreditation at EU-level but has led to consider potential pathways towards the development and 

promotion of high level and harmonised quality of EOC practices, including: 

1. microcredential system – via teacher training 

2. adherence to school networks – ecoschool networks / labels 

https://www.rug.nl/
https://www.esf.org/
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3. provision of a framework / methodology supported by self-assessment quality sections for 

example. 

Questions raised were what is the feasibility of an EU-wide accreditation system at this point of time in the 

EU and what are the prerequisites needed to have an EU-level accreditation system. 

After setting the context, the discussion took a step back to question a previous issue: why accreditation? 

What do we gain from it compared to educational systems in the EU? Some of the conclusions, but also 

additional questions raised are the following: 

• Recognising what a person knows is recognising their learning journey  

o But is accreditation considered important for the individual?  

• We can consider language schools/systems as examples for certification and 

accreditation  

• Will the accreditation system be based on trust? On peer validation?  

• An accreditation system for EOC needs to be connected with something else, for example, 

as part of quality education  

• What are the incentives for seeking accreditation, and after being accredited, what 

happens?  

• How many steps are necessary to be accredited?  

• The format of the institution being accredited also affects the criteria for accreditation.  

• Other stakeholders need to be included in the scheme: directors, universities...  

• EOC needs to be in dialogue with open schooling in a broader sense  

• Why would a school want to seek accreditation: do they receive training? Benefits?  

• Is it possible to think of a collaboration system, a collaboration network to be accredited?  

 

5.1.3 Incorporating technology in EOC activities  

Federico Iannuli (Lisbon Council) and Clarissa Lang (University of Twente) – Surrounded by 

Science Project 

During the World Café Session about the topic 'Incorporating Technology in Education Outside Classroom 

Activities,' two perspectives were taken. First, the perspective of the users (activity visitors), and second, 

the perspective of the providers (activity creators and activity providers).  

The main point that was stressed from the perspective of activity users was that the technology should 

increase the level of interactivity during the activities and also as a way to help people's engagement. 

According to this, it should be used to enrich the activity through games (especially) and visuals that are 

focused on creating emotional engagement, like creating personalized avatars or characters. Furthermore, 

technology should be used as a tool for scaffolding visitors through the experience and increasing the 

learning benefit of the experience by adapting to the level of the user. To ensure that the technology does 

not take away from the 'on-the-spot' experience, extension material like readings or extra videos should 

https://lisboncouncil.net/
https://www.utwente.nl/en/
https://surroundedby.science/
https://surroundedby.science/
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be left for when the user has finished the activity and wants to deepen their knowledge of the topic at 

home. Additionally, technologies in EOC can increase users' knowledge by incorporating new methods 

like AI. With this, AI could be used as a tool to help navigate the ocean of new information and answer 

questions. The need for personalization was also stressed to create a tailored and interest-fitting 

experience for the users (age, personal interest, education level, etc.). Last, technology should also 

encourage and connect users to similar activities and topics to ensure the possibility of further deepening 

topics and building a deep level of interest if wished.   

When talking about incorporating technology into EOC from the perspective of activity creators and 

providers, the first topic that was mentioned was how to help improve and create existing activities. 

Furthermore, technology should extend its purpose of enriching and extending the activities by 

simultaneously collecting and evaluating the current activities. For providers, it is essential to know what 

people do while they are experiencing their activities, how they spend their time, and what they like and 

dislike. Through this data repository, they will be able to create new activities or improve their old ones 

based on insights from their activities. An excellent way to enhance a platform that would provide 

suggestions for creating and evaluating activities could be to make use of  AI and a chatbot that answers 

questions in a Q&A manner. In that way, activity providers can receive help and be scaffolded in their 

process of creating and evaluating their activities by learning from the data and experience of other activity 

providers. To create fair and equal access, institutions should consider providing the required technical 

devices so everyone, even without these devices, is able to participate and profit from the activities. 

5.1.4 Creating sustainable networks 

Annette Scheersoi and Jana Schilbert (University of Bonn) – MULTIPLIERS Project 

In the MULTILIERS World Café session on creating sustainable networks for out-of-school education, key 

challenges were identified including financial aspects, communication, organization, coordination, 

resources, and motivation. Participants emphasized the importance of securing EU follow-up funding for 

coordination, fostering strong relationships among network partners based on common visions and trust, 

and utilizing platforms to facilitate meetings and share expertise. Suggestions included implementing 

membership fees for network participation, offering extrinsic motivations such as certifications or awards, 

and engaging local stakeholders like universities and businesses. Participants recognized motivation as 

the primary challenge, highlighting the need for a common goal and values to drive sustainable solutions. 

Overall, the session confirmed the interconnected nature of challenges and the central role of motivation 

in sustaining networks beyond the project's duration. 

5.1.5 From innovative practices to effective change 

Stephanos Cherouvis (Ecsite network) – RoadSTEAMers Project 

The Road-STEAMer project run a 90-minute workshop on STEAM practices as real-life use-cases. 

 

https://www.uni-bonn.de/en/university/university
https://multipliers-project.org/
https://www.ecsite.eu/
https://www.road-steamer.eu/
https://www.road-steamer.eu/
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The primary objective of the project is to formulate a STEAM roadmap for science education in Horizon 

Europe. This roadmap constitutes a strategic plan aimed at guiding the European Union's principal funding 

program for research and innovation in promoting heightened interest in STEM fields. The approach 

involves integrating artistic methodologies, emphasising creative thinking and applied arts (the "A" in 

'STEAM'). The consortium endeavours to deliver this roadmap for Europe by: 

 

• fostering collaboration and co-creation with stakeholder communities in science education, 

research, innovation, and creativity 

• adopting a bottom-up approach that prioritises educational practice and the agency of practitioners 

over high-level conceptualizations of STEAM and generic top-down plans for its incorporation into 

science education 

• concentrating on strategies to harness the power of STEAM approaches, exemplified through 

noteworthy cases and best practices 

 

Participants were invited to share their ideas on the 5 + 1 criteria that Road-STEAMer is using to map and 

anlyse STEAM practices: these are Creativity, Collaboration, Disciplinary Inter-relations, Real-world 

Connections, Thinking – Making – Doing, Inclusion – Personalisation – Empowerment (with Equity as an 

underlying value). In particular, they were asked to reflect upon their own STEAM/STEM practices and 

offer feedback on the validity on this approach. Then, dialogue focused on STEAM practices as real-life 

use-cases (the Real-World Connections criterion) with an emphasis on two aspects: a) Conditions for 

impactful STEAM practices addressing societal challenges (such as climate crisis, sustainability, 

democracy, trust in science, etc.), with students and stakeholders working as researchers (both inside and 

outside the classroom), in inquiry-based or problem-based projects that attempt to deliver aspects of the 

science curriculum through a range of STEAM activities; b) what are the skills needed/addressed in such 

activities. 

This was a really engaging exercise with extremely valuable feedback and lively discussions with the 

participants. It demonstrated the huge interest in STEM/STEAM activities that go beyond both standard 

prescribed learning outcomes and assessment and the classroom walls, as well as interest in activities 

that address certain soft skills (with leadership and active citizenship being the two repeatedly surfacing).   

  

https://www.road-steamer.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/D4.1-ROADSTEAMER-INFOGRAPHIC-Key-Criteria-CHANGES-201023-v2.pdf
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Lucy Avraamidou is the President of the European Science 

Education Research Association (ESERA) and the Director of 

the Center for Learning and Teaching at University of 

Groningen. Her research focuses on Science Education and 

explorations of what it means to teach and understand 

science, in both formal (schools) and informal environments 

(museums, science parks, outdoor settings - the sites we have 

been focusing on as well in our work on Education Outside 

The Classroom). 

 

 

 

Deirdre O'Neill is an Assistant Professor at the UL - School of 

Education (SoE) University of Limerick whose work focuses on 

the links between sustainability and STEAM education and the 

innovative practices that can be adopted to bring students 

closer to science. Deidre is also passionate about and involved 

in addressing unconscious bias and gender stereotyping when 

it comes to pursuing careers in STEAM.  

 

 

 

Dr. Aravella Zachariou, Head of the Unit of Education for 

Environment and Sustainable Development (ESD) at the 

Cyprus Pedagogical Institute. From 2017, she has also been 

chairing the UNECE ESD Steering Committee, leading, on 

behalf of Cyprus, the "Action Plan for ESD in the 

Mediterranean Region". 

Dr. Zachariou is the author and co-author of various books, 

handbooks, and educational tools on ESD, participating in 

many projects as a senior expert, researcher, coordinator, and 

consultant. 
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Federico Iannuli is a project manager and researcher at The 

Lisbon Council. He is involved in the work of Surrounded by 

Science, our sister project that is designing a systematic 

assessment methodology to asses the impact of out-of-school 

#science activities, by conducting field studies and innovative 

data collection methods. 

 

 

 

 

Jelena Kajganovic is a senior project manager at Geonardo 

Environmental Technologies, with extensive experience in 

working on educational projects both in Horizon Europe and 

Erasmus+. For the past two years and a half, she has been 

coordinating OTTER's work on Education Outside the 

Classroom. 

 

 

 

 

Zsuzsanna Kray is a sustainability expert and science officer 

at the European Science Foundation. In our project, she has 

organised the OTTER Labs (activities where we implemented 

outside the classroom activities with pupils) in two schools in 

Budapest, Hungary. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ACoAACBC7MABGMTMVnVA8CRX5_j037CtcA9DoLI
https://www.linkedin.com/company/geonardo-environmental-technologies-ltd-/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/geonardo-environmental-technologies-ltd-/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/ACoAABGjmUgBNgCXMk218FPlSFsfJetdLXepiA8
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=sustainability&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163090874552332289
https://www.linkedin.com/company/european-science-foundation/
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Dr. Stephanos Cherouvis is a senior project manager at Ecsite 

- European network of science centres and museums, with 

more than a decade of experience working on international 

projects, dealing with science education, science 

communication, citizen science and technology-

enhanced education, among others.  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ACoAAAxZzN0BGS65j5K4f3GIFuuWgQl-i_okPJg
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ecsite-network/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ecsite-network/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=scienceeducation&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163146030803238914
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=sciencecommunication&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163146030803238914
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=sciencecommunication&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163146030803238914
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=citizenscience&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163146030803238914
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=education&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7163146030803238914
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