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Implementing eko-STEAM 

eko-STEAM is not traditional classroom instruction. Instead this experiential model of 

adventurous education integrates formal skills and science instruction, student’s self-guided 

learning through workbooks, and deeply immersive activities. Each element of the curriculum 

has been carefully linked into a highly scaffolded network of crosscutting learning.  
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The core content provided in this curriculum is largely intended to be delivered 

outdoors in the greenspaces of the world. Every Unit and Lesson Plan within the curriculum 

can, however, be adapted in some way to work indoors, in a classroom environment, with 

limited resources, or delivered piecemeal to accommodate other learning outcomes.  

Small Groups & Program Structure 

In order for the strongest experiential peacebuilding education, eko-STEAM is intended 

to be delivered in a small group environment. The group begins as siloes. The small groups will 

be working independently, developing the own norms and in-group identities. They will slowly 

be reintroduced using an intentionally created period of intergroup “conflict” that helps them 

apply their knowledge and transform it into wisdom. The conclusion of the curriculum brings 

the group dynamic full circle and has the students work to establish new, broader ties 

between outgroups and create cooperative, shared governance. 

The nature of the independent small group work can present legitimate logistical 

concerns in an instructional environment. Without an educator or paraprofessional for each 

group, the understandable instinct is to avoid separating the students. To assist with this, 

there are several key components of eko-STEAM implementation and content to help, 

Instructional Frames of Mind, Physical Space, and eko-STEAM Dossiers.  

Instructional Frames of Mind 

Part of experiential education is the establishment of an “empty space” (Hunter, 2014). 

Think of each Settlement as a blank canvas upon which the children can create the 

masterpiece of their own knowledge. In this creation of emptiness, the children can grow 

using the formal 
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instruction provided scaffolded with their own innate sense of cooperative humanity. This 

cooperation is inherent in our species and, by middle childhood, a sense of altruism is building. 

Giving some control of the environment to the student learner can be one of the most 

intimidating but rewarding experiences of the eko-STEAM program. 

In the eko-STEAM curriculum, the educator begins by providing learning resources and 

content to the entirety of the group as they see fit. eko-STEAM is intended to supplement this 

process, not replace it. If fifty minutes is set aside for STEAM learning, the educator can begin 

that through direct, traditional instruction. Indeed some groups may need more structure. The 

educator working with the children each day knows this far better than anyone. As the group is 

capable (but challenged) they can be released with their allocated learning resources and their 

eko-STEAM Dossiers. Educators can then watch them and jump in as needed. This brings us to… 

Physical Space 

The physical setup of any learning environment is absolutely critical. eko-STEAM is no 

exception. The intent is not to simply point a group of middle schoolers into the dark woods 

and let them run freely with mallets, fire, and pointy sticks. Far from it (that’s the late middle 

school content). A properly scouted and arranged space can allow for the very real sense of 

independent group work while allowing for responsible educator supervision and intervention. 

If your group is to be broken down into four smaller groups of 3-4 children each, giving them 

each a 200 square-foot area to work within will likely suffice for full implementation. Ensuring 

that each of these respective areas is within sight and a few steps of an educator will allow for 

the sense of independence. Key space issues are the sense of independence and the ability to 
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have conversations without disrupting the other groups (or giving away Settlement secrets). 

Remember, a significant part of the eko-STEAM program is designed to help create small 

subcultures of students that will later need to cooperate across interests. You’ll notice that 

there are exercises where each group makes banners, names towns and geography, and maps 

their world. If the groups are right on top of each other, it will be more difficult for them to 

truly develop in-group dynamics. Having a centralized space for resources and instruction in the 

center of these Settlements is always a good idea. It provides a place from which educators can 

observe success and an anchor point for students in need. 

eko-STEAM Dossiers and Program Supplements 

Some eko-STEAM content is delivered during self-guided exploration of topics in the 

Settlement space. Lesson plans have an assortment of worksheets, workbooks, reflection 

sheets, and activity items. Within each lesson plan is a detailed list of each item that is required 

by the students to succeed in achieving instructional objectives while providing essential 

assessment tools for educators through student learning outcomes (Fig. 3). The Dossier will 

include some handouts (or electronic copies if each student has access to a tablet) intended for 

each child and some that are intended to be a single document shared by the group. This is by 

design when the work is structured as individualized learning or reflection or when it is 

structured as a cooperative activity and students need to distribute Settlement duties. In our 

example below, we can see the variation of items gives us an indication of the scope of each 

project. 

Figure 3. Lesson Plan Excerpt 
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Materials, Supplies and Tools: 

● 1 copy of “Learning & Adapting Dossier” per settlement

    1x “Settlement Weather Records Book” 

    1x “Settlement Weather History Exercise”  

    1x “Ice Age Life Workbook” per student 

    1x “Build-a Creature Activity Sheet”,  

    1x “Settlement Stories 1” 

    1x Learning & Adapting Reflection Sheet” per student 

    1x Primitive Tools Activity (if used) 

These supplements are developed so that the students themselves can explore the content and 

connect it to the larger lesson at hand. These are compiled into an “eko-STEAM Dossier”. When 

you compile the Dossier, it might be helpful to place them in a specific lesson order, or print out 

the order in which you would like the students to explore each handout. 

At the beginning of each eko-STEAM session, you can have all of the students or a 

representative from each Settlement meet to get their Dossier.  You can add an element of 

suspense and intrigue by combining them all in a “sealed” folder that must be opened when the 

group is back at their Settlement after you distribute them.  
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Program Resources 

1. “The Journey You’re About to Take”
2. “Bridges I Have Built Journal”
3. “eko-STEAM Talking Circle Card Set”
4. “No Such Thing as Bad Weather Workbook”
5. “Group Animals Workbook”
6. “Build-a-Creature Cards” Activity
7. “Ice Age Life Workbook”
8. “Settlement Shelter Workbook 1”
9. “eko-STEAM Crisis Card System”

Building Bridges Curriculum Units- 3rd Grade 

As you explore our eko-STEAM Building Bridges curriculum, you may notice that it is an 

evolution of community size and complexity. Across this evolution, students will need to adapt 

to different environmental and social needs, face random crises, compete for resources against 

other settlements, build social structures, explore cross-cultural relationships, and reflect upon 

their journey as they build wisdom. And yes, along the way, they will gain knowledge of the 

natural world and science standards that stand at the forefront of modern academic 

performance. From this bedrock, we hope they’ll save the world. 

Within your overall learning structure, the eko-STEAM Building Bridges curriculum is 

intended to be implemented in small group settings. The group should be divided into smaller, 

roughly equally sized subgroups for the duration of the eko-STEAM program. The intent of the 

unit sequence is that each subgroup will work together over the first half of the curriculum. This 

separation, plus the intentionally designed identity building activities, will help them form their 

own “culture” within the settlements they’ll create in unit 1. As the units progress, they will be 
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challenged with improving their settlements while contacting other student settlements and 

facing new, joint challenges. These challenges will range from small, resource sharing 

challenges, to large-scale thematic challenges reflecting our modern state of globalization, 

conflict, and climate change.  

Unit 1, Settlements & Natural Communities, sees the groups build a small Settlement 

area, begin to learn about the ecological landscape and natural history of their area, and create 

social structures that help them face the increasingly complex challenges. The students will be 

the Settlement Leadership. Many activities will have them act as the governing body of their 

Settlement as well as being scientists, artists, builders, and naturalists. The Next Generation 

Science Standards in this unit focus on several areas. Students will participate in weather 

observation and data collection and then be tasked with building a primitive shelter suitable to 

keep them safe from the environmental considerations they have observed. They will research 

the ecosystems around them, identify evolutionarily advantageous adaptations and correlate 

these to human adaptations. They will also be tasked with creating detailed plans based upon 

evidence and data. From here they will face the challenge of working together to implement 

these plans amidst the natural, healthy conflicting ideas inherent in group work. 

Unit 2, Town & Forces of Nature, provides an opportunity for our students to become 

more immersed in the science of animal adaption and trait inheritance as influences by the 

environment.  As they correlate this to human existence and consider our adaptive strategies, 

they’ll increase social-emotional competencies that help them expand their teamwork. They’ll 

use logical planning and creative vision to expand their Settlement to a Town. They’ll further 
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build a sense of common identity and self-governance as they select leadership models and 

build a balance between individual and collective voice. The engineering activities in this 

section will focus on planning, construction, and testing of more complex structures.  Whereas 

in Unit 1, we provided them a more comprehensive layout of their Settlement and the 

construction skills needed to achieve a specific task, in Unit 2 they will need that foundational 

knowledge but need to engage in creative trial and error. 

Unit 3, Regions & Resources, is challenging expansion of their previous efforts. We 

introduce magnetism and its applications. With this knowledge, they will begin to learn 

topographical map reading generally and then more specifically into the social-emotional 

contexts of the curriculum. They will study habitat and survival, learning about our wild cousins 

and the anthropological spread of our own species across the millennia. This introduces the 

concept of environmental changes and their impact upon adaptation and survivability. Unit 3 

realizes the “first contact” with another people. As Townsfolk begin to explore away from their 

settlement, they will naturally encounter another group of students. Specific activities will help 

them face challenges such as cultural differences, limited essential resources, and intergroup 

communication. They will compare and contrast their experiences in this unit to symbiotic 

relationships between wild species. Each group will also create their own animal species using 

the “Build-a-Creature Deck”. They will be tasked specifically with creating a species that lives in 

social groups, explaining the adaptive choices they have made, and integrating that new species 

into their national identity.  
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Unit 4, National Impact & Conflict, provides an exciting opportunity to explore the 

impact of in-group/out-group dynamics. Each previous unit has activities that specifically 

enhances a sense of collective identity within the Townsfolk. In this unit, they will begin to 

explore the critical need to cooperate across nations, build treaties, and expand normative 

behaviors across culture to ensure peace. They will actively engage in practical and theoretical 

crises using the more advanced “Global Crisis Cards” in the “eko-STEAM Crisis Card System”. 

They will continue their scientific exploration of life, weather, and climate. An exploration of 

the natural life cycle and transformation will correlate to the natural social and cultural 

evolution in which people engage as they globalize. Unit 4 will see the first, large scale activity 

surrounding the impact of climate change. In this activity, the groups will be faced with a 

specific challenge in an “other” region not represented by an actual student group. They will be 

provided an impetus to cooperate, plan, and execute strategies to overcome an effect of 

climate change in an impoverished region. They will also be tasked with a scientific analysis of 

this “incident” upon the natural world as well as the human cost. 

Unit 5, International Conflict & Global Coalitions, is a period of deep immersion in 

cross-cultural planning with “out” groups. Activities will include an integration of Crisis Cards at 

both the national and international level, challenging the students with competing objectives. 

Within this facilitated conflict, the student groups will be tasked with formalizing relationships, 

collectively building a space for international gathering, and managing multiple crises using 

their scientific knowledge and acumen. The bulk of the scientific standards exploration in Unit 5 

surround engineering problems that both build their shared space but repair individual spaces 
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according to crises. They will also be challenged with an international effort to save one of the 

national identity animals that was threatened by an action taken by a nation to deal with a 

previous crisis. The first large-scale impact of climate change will be explored: the increasing 

power and frequency of large storms. The coalitions will be challenged with a variety of social 

and scientific tasks to being resolving this crisis. 

Unit 6, Bridges to Shared Governance & Sustainability, features a critical need to 

analyze data in the face of mounting global climate crises while managing in-group/out-group 

conflict. The nations will be charged with creating scientific coalitions that explore the impact of 

climate change and human conflict on the natural world. These groups will, for the first time in 

the curriculum, spend a good deal of lesson time apart from their in-group. Leaders from each 

nation will also be tasked with specific management roles representing national interests on 

the global stage. The leaders will be specifically challenged to make time-sensitive decisions 

while awaiting data collections from the various scientific communities. During this, crises will 

occur that place resource pressures on each nation.  

Preparing for the eko-STEAM Building Bridges Middle Childhood Curriculum 

No cross-disciplinary curriculum like this can fully account for the wide variety of 

students, teaching preferences, and administrative constraints. Each element of this curriculum 

is designed to interact with the previous lessons but there is vast room for adaptation based 

upon individual students and group dynamics. These activities are designed to challenge the 

group dynamics. We expect that our students will naturally flow through an evolution of 

formation, conflict, and normative behavior structuring as they work together. From there they 
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will adapt and flow through social adaption inside of their group (Tuckman, 1965; Tuckman & 

Jensen, 1977). This will necessarily place strain on the purely academic learning of the Next 

Generation Science Standards contained in this curriculum. The power of eko-STEAM is that the 

immersive nature of this experiential learning will enhance content absorption as well as 

provide critical context to concurrently build wisdom. Some groups may not be ready to move 

onto the next phase of social learning. Some may be extremely adept at the social-emotional 

processes but be struggling with the academic content or its application. Adapt away; better 

yet, present them with your observations and ask THEM to adapt away. 

Planning & Mapping the eko-STEAM World 
 Place-based learning and cross-cultural 

dynamics are foundational concepts within 

eko-STEAM.  Building a map of the physical 

spaces of your learning will be an important 

preparation. Advanced scouting of the 

locations for the entirely of the lessons and 

the individual Settlements is important. This 

helps reduce safety risks (e.g. is there a large 

patch of poison ivy at a planned site, is there a 
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fast-flowing waterway too close for the number of staff present). This planning also helps you 

to specifically identify areas where you’ll have each group begin their evolution from settlers to 

players on an international stage. From here you can envision national boundaries, areas of 

potential resource conflict, imagined oceans, and more. These will help provide creative 

context for the students’ growth. A predetermined map will also act as your metric for their 

explorations in Unit 3. You need not be an expert in backcountry navigation and orienteering to 

make a map and teach this successfully. Project Imo offers resources on basic topographic map 

features and mapmaking for children at https://projectimo.org/eko-steam. Even a simple 

drawing is enough to accomplish the desired outcomes here. It sparks creativity, provides 

context, and if facilitated properly, gives a benchmark for student performance. 

The peacebuilding and problem-solving components of the eko-STEAM Building Bridges 

curriculum also has several non-student entities that represent groups controlled by the 

facilitators. These settlements, towns, nations, or non-state actors all factor into events that 

weave throughout the activities. These entities manifest themselves in instructional outcomes 

aimed at teaching students how to factor out-groups into solutions and attempt to visualize 

outside perspectives. An example of this comes through the eko-STEAM Crisis Card Deck. One 

of the possible multilayered crises in Unit 3 involves discharge from an imaginary national 

power plant contaminating river water that impacts an imaginary indigenous people in their 

territory. Creating fun and exciting backstories for these groups can be an enriching part of the 

learning experience. Alternately, reflection periods could ask the students to create backstories 

for the imaginary people and places with which they interacted. Mapping out potential 

https://projectimo.org/eko-steam
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locations of these people between the eko-STEAM student territories can help provide 

interesting elements of future learning experiences. 

When deciding upon a place to host eko-STEAM curriculum, you don’t need hundreds of 

acres of unexplored woodland. In fact, such an environment may provide too many safety and 

educational variables without appropriate educational staff. These outcomes can even be met if 

the entirely of the physical space is within a typical classroom and the settlements and 

structures are made of craft supplies. In any event, preparing an imaginary world to help the 

students envision their context is excellent preparation. 

Visit https://projectimo.org/eko-steam for more resources and ideas. 

https://projectimo.org/eko-steam



