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1. DOTIK background 
 

Many efforts have been devoted in the last years to create spaces and opportunities in order 
for scientists and the general public to meet and discuss on hot, often controversial, scientific issues. 
Ad hoc participatory events - such as consensus conferences, public debates, role plays... - are held 
by science museums and other institutions to encourage the involvement of citizens in scientific 
debates and decisions. They are important because they represent formal contexts, are held in a 
controlled way, and can give precious information to stake-holders and policy-makers and 
contribute to decision making processes. However, they directly involve only few citizens, and they 
impact on the general public only in a very indirect way. 
We believe that this effort toward governance can be supported by the creation of a more 
widespread fabric of participation, disseminating the culture of science/society dialogue in all 
informal learning contexts and activities of popularization of science. 
Explainers in science centres and museums represent a very large group of players: if we could help 
them to work better, we can have a substantial impact on society. They should be trained to be more 
aware of the complexity of the actual and potential dialogue between scientists, media, general 
society and policy makers; they should master more skills and tools to communicate with all kind of 
public; they should be aware of governance experiences around Europe; and, last but not least, we 
wish to convince them that knowing how to listen is as important as knowing how to explain.  
This has been the conceptual background of the DOTIK project: through a two-years activity 
leading to a Training School for young scientists and museums explainers (held in Trieste, 28th 
August – 2nd September 2006) DOTIK has developed and tested methodologies for training 
explainers and young scientists for a most effective science-society dialogue. 
The project was not intended to replace normal explainers training, but to devise theoretical 
knowledge, evaluation techniques and new tools to enable explainers: 

1. to improve the dialogue between science and society in a continuous, day by day action 
2. to be involved in the evaluation practices of their institutions 
3. to act as ambassadors of public needs and concerns in the scientific institution where in 
many cases they will continue their career 
4. to be informed about governance issues and to be involved in participatory procedures. 

 

2. Context and partners 
DOTIK is the Slovenian word for "touch", "contact": the keyword of the project, as explainers are, 
in spite of the variety of roles and personal background, the human interface between the museum 
and its public. 
DOTIK consortium is composed of four institutions with extensive skills and long-term experience 
both in science communication research and science communication activities.  
The ICS - Innovations in the Communication of Science research group, leader of the project, 
was born from and is strictly related to the Italian Master in Science Communication, managed by 
the International School for Advances Studies (SISSA), in Trieste, Italy (http://ics.sissa.it). The 
Master has been the first School of its kind in Italy, and since thirteen years has been training 
scientific journalists, media operators, museums experts, planners and organisers. ICS and the 
Master in Science Communication in Trieste have already worked with Immaginario Scientifico 
Science Centre (Trieste, Italy), the second Italian partner (http://www.lis.trieste.it). SISSA has been 
one of the external promoters of this innovative hands-on and multimedia museum. 
The Hisa Eksperimentov (The House of Experiments, Ljubljana, Slovenia) is the third partner; the 
Slovenian science centre (http://www.h-e.si), is closely cooperating with the Department of Physics 
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(Faculty of Mathematics and Physics, University of Ljubljana), experienced in educational research 
and teachers training.  
Last partner is AT-Bristol Science Centre (Bristol, UK) (http:// www.at-bristol.org.uk/), one of the 
biggest science centres in Europe, who has a strong experience not just in informal education and in 
science communication activities, but also in programmes aimed to develop a deeper dialogue. A 
Master in Science Communication was launched in Bristol three years ago with close relations with 
At-Bristol Science Centre. At-Bristol and ICS had a previous common experience in an evaluation 
programme. 
 
The DOTIK project was funded by Science and Society programme of the Sixth Framework 
Programme for Research and Technological Development, and was executed in the period from 
1 February 2005 to 31 March 2007. 
 

3. The DOTIK project 
The main outcome of the DOTIK project was the planning and execution of a week long training 
school on science and society issues for museum explainers. This school, similar as concept to a 
musical masterclass or a summer school addressed to specialists of one particular scientific field, 
has been the first ever organized at European level on that issue, and one of the few examples of 
international training of explainers. The description, evaluation and results analysis of the school 
will be very useful for all future actions on explainers training. (a general overview of the project in 
the fig. 1) 
 

DOTIK ACTIONS

1. Exchange of  9 explainers between
the 3 science centres partners
institutions (spring 2005)

2. Experimental school with the 9
explainers (12th Š 16th  September
2005)

3. Experimental activities in the 3
science centres (winter 2006)

4. European DOTIK school
(28th  August - 2 nd September 2006 )

P
ro

je
ct

 e
va

lu
at

io
n

Literature review and
questionnaire
Who is the explainer? Status,
number in Europe, selection
criteria, training

Questionnaire and focus group
Can we reconstruct the European
situation?

First outcome:
a TRAINING SCHEME coming from a
participatory process

DOTIK  RESEARCH
Explainers in science & society
dialogue

Second outcome:
a PICTURE OF EUROPEAN
EXPLAINERS today

Focus group
What the explainers feel about
his/her job? Science, profession,
public...

 
Figure 1 
 
The relevance of the project results can be appreciated only by considering also the procedure 
adopted to design the training scheme, the evaluation actions carried on throughout the development 
phase and after the school, and the long term dissemination actions that will continue far beyond the 
end of the project. 
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3.1. Outline 

The overall process leading to the training scheme was conceived as a participatory process, taking 
into account knowledge developed in participatory and deliberative democracy mechanisms. 
Although the metaphor was only partially made explicit during the project, DOTIK has been 
conceived as a decision making process, where the world is represented by the science centre, the 
governing body was the DOTIK project team, and a panel of “citizen-explainers” were involved in 
the decision making leading to the design of the educational programme for themselves.  
A group of nine explainers - 3 for each partner science centre – were engaged in a series of 
activities (see below), in planning the actions and above all in discussing the results, so that the final 
training scheme was not just “about” participation, but was obtained as a result of a participatory 
process. The nine explainers constituted the explainer panel. The outcomes of each of the activities 
was evaluated and discussed by the explainer panel, together with the project team, and contributed 
substantially to the design of each of the subsequent step down to the design of the training scheme 
for the DOTIK training school, as illustrated in the graph fig. 2.  
We summarize in the following, in schematic forms, the content and main achievement of each of 
the steps of the project. 

Figure 2 
 

3.2. Working on a portrait of the European explaine r 

 
The DOTIK survey on explainers status in Europe was based on a questionnaire distributed 

at the Ecsite meeting and published online in the DOTIK website (a first analysis was published in 
the Proceeding of PCST Conference 2006, Seoul, and included in a previous DOTIK report). The 
questionnaire aimed at collecting data on explainers’ professional status, personal professional 
expectations, criteria of selection and training schemes in the different European institutions. 
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37 European institutions from 18 countries answered, among which some of the biggest science 
museums in Europe (Deutsches Museum, Munich; Museo de la Ciencia, Madrid; Science Museum, 
London), but also small (and young) and medium sized science centres. 

 
 

A first striking result of the survey is the great diversity among institutions, which makes it 
impossible to correlate some of the variables: the number of explainers, for example, can not be 
related to the dimension of the exhibitions or museum or to the number of visitors. The number of 
explainers is as diverse as the role and the tasks attributed to the explainers depending on the history 
of the museum, on its typology (conservative, hands-on, immersive, etc), of its programmes and 
activities (presence or not of demonstrations and didactic labs, guided tours, etc.). 
A more typical situation appears when we try to understand who are the explainers ( Fig. 3) and 
which kind of professional status they have; although there are differences among institutions, in 
this case the European average is closer to the individual data. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
 
All over Europe most of the explainers are people doing this as a part time or temporary job, while 
completing their studies or looking for another job. 43% are students, working as explainers during 
their studies. This transitoriness of the job is the other face of the precariousness of contracts: about 
a third of the explainers in our sample are paid per hour, which usually means that they have a low 
salary. 
This status (young people, quick turn over, low salaries) is not in principle a negative one. Working 
as an explainer, in the literature and from explainers’ words, is a very rewarding experience. This 
experience represents a treasure of communication skills and awareness for science students: many 
of them will be able to use it when they will become professional researchers. This opportunity of 
building up awareness and sensitiveness is one of the most important elements supporting a 
stronger investment in explainers’ training: the training of the explainers is often the training on 
science communication of tomorrow’s scientists.  
Nevertheless a panorama of partial underestimation and under-exploitation of the potentials of 
explainers is confirmed by the results of our questionnaire about the training schemes in our sample 
of institutions (Fig. 4).  
Many institutions do not organize a specific training course for the explainers, or organize only very 
short courses. An internal, long course is organized just in 12 museums out of 37, and external 
courses are mentioned in just 1 case. It appears that the explainers’ job is somehow considered like 
an “handicraft”, not requiring a particular advancement of knowledge, that seniors can teach to 
apprentices usually by the shadowing. 
 

Who are they (if possible provide a rough percentag e)?

43%

21%

33%

3%

Students

People waiting for another job

Professional explainers

Other
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Figure 4 
 
Many institutions in Europe have a long and rich tradition of awareness and practices concerning 
the role of the explainer in informal education. However, almost no experience is observed on the 
involvement of explainers in evaluation studies or in participatory procedures, and in general in 
improving the dialogue (not the education!) between science (and science museums) and the public 
(more data and analysis will be included in the DOTIK book, currently in preparation).  
Due to the great variety of explainers roles, status and internal management, it is necessary to 
multiply the opportunity of exchange between the institutions. International meetings, collaboration 
projects and the publication of reports, articles and other documents on the issue (online or on 
paper) could be very useful to attract the international attention to the improvement of explainers’ 
status and training.  
 

3.3. Explainer exchanges 

During spring 2005, nine explainers (three from each science centre involved in the project) visited 
for a few days, together, all the institutions, providing an overview on the partners 
 
 activities, on the countries’ differences and similarity, and reinforcing the relationship between 
them: Immaginario Scientifico Science Centre, AT-Bristol, Hisa Eksperimentov. They produced a 
detailed report on this experience. Valuable outcome was the constitution of a “group atmosphere”, 
and a mutual knowledge of the explainers role, activities and training methodology of the three 
institutions, very useful for the subsequent work of the panel in providing input for the subsequent 
steps of the project. In terms of acquired knowledge for the project, the main observation of the 
participants concerned the different ways of techniques to approach and engage the visitors, and to 
take into account visitor inputs. 
Letting them speak: “I think that an experience like this should be a fundamental part of the 
development and training of any animators”; “ Differences in explainers role, in organization, in 
public, … It is completely different in the three countries”; “ I think this kind of exchanges motivates 
explainers to work better in his/her centre. It also motivates others, who have not joined this 
project”. 
 

3.4. The experimental school 

An experimental school was organized in Trieste (September, 12th – 16th 2005), involving the 
same group of explainers and lecturers and teachers coming from the partner institutions or 
institutions close to them. The explainer panel acted not only as guinea pig for the training scheme: 
their direct experience of the explainers’ professional status, role and feelings was a crucial variable 
of the project process. A lot of time was devoted to evaluation, as the main goal of the experimental 
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school was to obtain valuable input for the DOTIK training scheme (the main sections of the 
programme are listed in fig. 5) 
 
 

DOTIK Experimental School 
THE PROGRAMME 

Trieste, Italy, September, 12 th – 16th 2005 
 
 
Monday, September 12 th  
The science, the science centre and me (self perception of the explainers and their points of view on 
science, science centres and public) 
 
Tuesday, September 13 th  
What am I doing? Engaging visitors (professional skills for a more dialogic model of communication) 
 
Wednesday, September 14 th 
Who are our visitors? Knowledge and skills (visitor studies and other instruments to listen and understand 
the public) 
 
Thursday, September 15 th  
Next steps… science centre and participation (new roles for the explainers and formats for participatory 
events) 
 
Friday, September 16 th 
Further items to discuss and programming for the next year  
 
 
Figure 5 
 
More specifically, two evaluation actions have been organized: 1) a pre and post questionnaire, 
consisting in a list of questions to what the participants answered writing on post-its, and 2) a form 
in which everyday the participants had to give a mark to all presentations and note their personal 
observations. 
The post-it evaluation looked at several topics linked to science centres and their role in the science 
and society dialogue, and looked at possible changes of participants’ attitudes and opinions 
regarding those topics.  

The results were very encouraging, as 
an appreciable change of opinions 
was clearly detected. From an interest 
limited to the role of science centre in 
the informal learning of science, the 
panel switched to the awareness of 
the possible role of science centre as 
promoters of a participative attitude 
of citizens toward science. Before the 
training, they considered only 
enjoyment and hands-on settings as 
instruments for engaging the public. 
After the training, they declared to 
have discovered new methodologies 

more focused on dialogue, as techniques to stimulate debates, drama, role plays, participatory 
games, etc. Their image of the explainers’ role had hugely expanded. 
 

 
What do you expect to gain from the summer school?

Pre-evaluation

50%

14% 14% 14%
8%

Practical skills Practical skills /
science

communication

Science and
society

Science
communication

Ideas for
developing

training
methodology
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However, it was also clear from this evaluation that explainers’ motivations differed from the main 
general objectives of the project (see Fig. 6). Explainers were predominantly looking to acquire 
practical skills during the summer school. This was one of the issues that was brought up in the 
post-evaluation session: “[I have gained] general context, which is good, but haven’t got practical 
skills, which I expected”; “ I expected more suggestions for practical application of the theory”. 
 
 
These remarks have been taken into consideration for the DOTIK summer school, mainly by clearly 
underline the general objectives in all advertising documents in order not to create 
misunderstanding, and by trying to add some practical sessions, without loosing the fundamental 
aims of enhancing awareness on governance issues. More element of the evaluation were included 
in the project deliverables and in the evaluation report. 
 

3.5. Experimental activities 

In autumn and winter 2005/2006 the explainers carried out experimental activities in their science 
centres, and the outcomes of the exchange of explainers, of the school and of the experimental 
activities have been carefully evaluated.  
Due to organization reasons and internal needs, the science centres tested different activities, and no 
comparison was possible. 
At Hisa Eksperimentov the focus group methodology was used as an instrument for improving the 
self-perception of explainers, discuss their own point of view on science and compare it to that of 
the general public, to finally apply this new knowledge for improving the interaction between the 
explainers and the visitors. Participatory games (DECIDE and Citizens’ science) have been also 
used as a tool for the training of explainers. 
Also in At-Bristol ideas and topics from the DOTIK experimental school were used for the internal 
training of new explainers.  
Explainers of Immaginario Scientifico Science centre decided to put in practice what learnt in the 
evaluation session of the school (for all participants one of the most appreciated), that aimed to 
involve the explainers in the internal process concerning the evaluation and design of exhibitions 
and events, and to give explainers structured and more scientific skills to informal observations of 
public and exhibitions. The main achievement was, in their own words, “to switch from feeling to a 
statistical approach, to provoke the dialogue inside the institutions, to motivate the new 
explainers”. 
All the experimental activities have been successful and satisfying; nevertheless it has proved very 
difficult to introduce practices really different from what already existing in the science centres. The 
effort necessary to introduce a new activity (as for example participatory games for adults) needs 
the support of the management of the institution, and an investment (at least in term of working 
hours of explainers), that can be hard to find in institutions already very busy in the ordinary daily 
activities and with a strict budget. 
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4. The Dotik training school 
The school was organised in Trieste from August 28 to September 2, in the premises of SISSA, of 
the Adriatico Congress Centre of ICTP and of Immaginario Scientifico Science Centre. The school 
has been a success, under many points of view. 
 

4.1. Attendance 

More then 100 explainers have applied. 50 participants have been 
selected, taking into account geographical and gender balance. 
Accommodation expenses were covered by the project, and 17 
explainers (from new member states and financially weak institutions) 
received also a grant for travel expenses. The 9 member of the explainer 
panel were included with the role of tutors, and 6 visitors (researchers 
interested in the explainers role and profession) participated as observers. 
Adding the external speakers (the majority of whom stayed for the whole 
period or for several days) and the Dotik project group, 85 persons from 
24 countries participated in the school. 
The programme was devised in order to alternate lectures, practical 
workshop, seminars held by the participant, and discussions. In general 
all participants expressed great satisfaction in term of the training, the 
location, the town offer, the school atmosphere, the group.  
 

4.2. The training programme 

In table 1, the main component of the training scheme adopted in the 
Dotik school are listed, together with the rationale for the choices made. 
In addition, a free discussion time slot was left at the end of each day, 
following a precise request from the explainer panel. 
 

Participants per country  
Austria 1 
Czech Republic 1 
Estonia 1 
Finland 1 
Greece 1 
Israel 1 
Lithuania 1 
Macedonia 1 
Norway 1 
Palestine 1 
Ukraine 1 
Belgium 2 
Latvia 2 
Poland 2 
Portugal 3 
Slovenia 3 
Spain 3 
Sweden 3 
Denmark 4 
Germany 4 
The Netherlands 4 
United Kingdom* 8 
Italy* 15 
TOTAL 64 
  
*Of the 15 Italians, 6 were 
visitors and 3 tutors;  
*Of the 8 from UK, 3 were 
tutors and 1 visitor. 

 

 
What’s behind a name? 
 
animatore, guida scientifica, operatore didattico (IT); explainer, interpreter, pilot, educator, 
demonstrator, presenter, enabler, interactor, host (UK and USA); educateur, médiatereur, 
facilitateur, animateur (FR); demonstrator (SLO); edutainer, monitor (BE); Museumfürer, 
Moderatoren (DE); opas (FI); monitor (PT); begeleider, suppoost, presentator (NL); museilärare, 
teknoramavärd, museivärd, värd; museipedagogue (SE); monitor, animador (ES); vykladac, 
pruvodce, informator, lektor (CZ); przewodnik, przewodnik muzealny, demonstrator (PL) 
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Table 1 – The DOTIK training scheme 
 

Workshop/lecture Description Facilitator / speaker Rationale 

DAY 1 

Get together Please bring a piece of your local, 
typical food or drink! 

 Break the ice, set an atmosphere of 
intercultural exchange 

Introduction  Presentation of the DOTIK project 
and the organisation of the school 

Dotik project group Be very clear about the objective of the 
school; communicate what participants 
should expect. 

Visit of IS science 
centre 

Group visit to the host institution Immaginario 
Scientifico Staff 

All participants work in a similar place… 

Focus groups: 
Science, science 
centres and me 

Focus groups in small group Federica Manzoli 
(Sissa, IT) + 
facilitators 

Lead explainers to explore their self- 
perception, and to establish a common 
ground on “who are we?” 

Travelling through 
Europe – Role and 
professional status of 
the explainers 

Presentation of results of a survey 
on explainers in Europe. Discussion 
in groups about roles and status of 
explainers. 

Paola Rodari (Sissa-
Medialab, IT), Matteo 
Merzagora (Sissa, IT) 

Made known what is known about 
explainers in Europe. Communicate 
diversity starting form the knowledge of 
the participants 

DAY 2 

Spaces to 
communicate 

A workshop on how exhibit design 
induce different behaviours in the 
visitors.  

Orna Cohen (Orna & 
Co., FR-DE) and 
Mikko Myllykoski 
(Heureka, FI) 

Show how exhibit design can hinder or 
foster dialogue, exchange among visitors, 
willingness to interact and debate, etc 

Social labs Presentation of innovative 
approaches in exhibition conception, 
e.g. Dialogue in the dark 

Mikko Myllykoski and 
Orna Cohen 

Present case studies on absolutely new 
roles for explainers. 

Facilitating discussion 
using drama 
techniques 

Presentation of methodology 
developed by Frank Burnet and 
Graphic Science. Workshop with 
active participation of students. 

Frank Burnet (Uwe, 
UK) 

An example and a workshop on how to 
spark and steer a discussion on 
controversial issues using drama 
techniques 

Science 
demonstrations from 
the participants 

Evening free tricks and 
demonstration from participants 

All students Have fun! 

DAY 3 
Citizen science: new 
models of activities to 
involve the public in 
discussions and 
debates  

Several groups trying out activities 
developed by AT-Bristol science 
centre 

Rebeca Medrano 
Arnaez, Ondia Gillette, 
Rachel Murray (AT-
Bristol, UK) 

A practical workshop on innovative ways 
to engage visitors in discussions on 
scientific topic 

From popularisation to 
participation, from 
“science and society” 
to “science in society” 

A lecture on science in society  Massimiano Bucchi 
(University of Trento 
and Observa, IT) 

Set the theoretical background 

Explainers as best 
supporting actors: 
giving the visitor the 
leading role  

A workshop on the interaction 
explainers-visitors 

Antonio Gomes da 
Costa (Pavilhão do 
Conhecimento, PT) 

Place oneself in the skin of the visitor. 
Discover the potential of knowing how to 
ask questions to the visitors rather than 
just providing answers 

Presentation from 
participants 

Several presentation from the 
students 

 Allow interesting experiences to be shared 

DAY 4 
Culture Matters: using 
research to inform 
practice and practice 
to inform research  

A lesson on how to take into account 
cultural differences and a workshop 
on visitors’ studies 

Sally Duensing (King’s 
College, UK) + 
Francesca Conti 
(Zadig-Roma, IT), 
Cristina Fernetti (IS) 

Show the importance of research for the 
practical activities. Show the importance 
for an explainers to have a background on 
visitors’ studies and evaluation techniques 

Science adventure in 
Hiša Eksperimentov 

A visit to a science centres and a 
presentation of their activities 

Miha Kos and Luka 
Vidic (Hisa 
Eksperimentov, SLO) 

Examples of a very appealing engaging 
methodology, and how it can be developed 

DAY 5 
Europe, best practices 
in participation and 
governance  

Lecture about governance and 
participation in science in EU 
policies 

Philippe Galiay (EU- 
DG Research) 

Provide theoretical background and 
refocus on the school main objectives 

DElibrative CItizens 
DEbates 

A game to discuss controversial 
scientific issue 

Andrea Bandelli 
(Independent advisor, 
NL) 

Example of a successful, practical way to 
engage visitors in dialogues.  

Identifying actions to 
stimulate debate and 
participation in 
controversial issues 

Lecture and workshop about how to 
tackle hot, controversial issues in a 
science centres 

Guglielmo Maglio 
(Fondazione IDIS) 

An example focusing more on the choice 
of scientific contents and the implication 
for explainers 

DAY 6 
General discussion General, steered discussion to 

collect input on how to proceed 
Dotik project group 
 

What do we take home? How to involve 
institutions? Where to go next? Preparing 
for “explainer’s lobbying activities” 
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4.3. Evaluation 

A mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods has been used to assess the outcome of the 
training school. A full report on the result of evaluation have been edited and published: we report 
here the main criteria used and the main findings. 

4.3.1. Science centre and participation 
A questionnaire about general opinions on the role of science centre in the science and society 
dialogue, with open-ended questions, has been distributed before and after the school with the aim 
of verifying the modifications in opinions and attitudes about the possible role of science centres 
and museums in enhancing governance and participation.  
Only two, very broad questions were asked: 

- What do science centres have to do with democracy?  
- What are the best ways to encourage the participation of the visitors? 

Before the school, the first question has been answered mostly referring to the role of science 
centres in the diffusion of science culture: science centres and museums have to do with democracy 
because they can help everybody to learn science and to be informed about science and technology 
(“Things have to be explained so that people could make up their mind if they support new 
developments or not”). Only a fifth of the answers referred to discussions and debates that can be 
organized by museums: “Democracy is participation. People must have possibility to understand, 
try, discuss, debate. In a science centre people could have all these possibilities. In one word: 
participation”. 
When asked the same question after the school, most explainers referred directly to discussions and 
debates that can be hosted in museums: “Explaining to the people science & involving them in the 
discussion of the controversial issues is important for the public life”; “ Science centres can be a 
forum for citizens participating in debate on controversial issues”. 
The answers of the second questions varied a lot in the pre-evaluation, and many of the issues had 
more or less the same amount of occurrences: humour, enthusiasm and good feelings; a good 
advertising; dialogue and discussion; starting from everyday life phenomena; good explainers work; 
hands on activities; doubts and critics; questioning skills, theatre techniques, making visitors 
participate. In the post-evaluation involvement techniques remained the first choice. The dialogic 
paradigm occurred more often: “The best way to encourage the participant of the visitors is some 
kind of programme exhibit (role play, drama, games…) that represents a controversial subject in 
science and build discussion about it”. 

4.3.2. Appreciation of the school 
After every session of the school a questionnaire was distributed. Participants marked on a scale 
from 1 to 4 all the session with respect to four criteria: interest, relevance, applicability and 
enjoyment. In general all the programme components were appreciated, and the participants were 
enthusiastic about the topics and the professors/facilitators. Free comments were also collected with 
the same tool. Marks and comments were collected mainly in order to assess the relevance of each 
training element, and collect practical suggestion for future training schemes. The answers were 
analysed by the project group, and sent to each of the presenters. 
As during the experimental school, the participants appreciated more the sessions that were 
practical and directly applicable, but recognized the relevance of the more theoretical lectures. 

4.3.3. The project in the future development of explainer’s role  
Semi-structured interviews with 8 participants were also conducted, and at the end of the school a 
general discussion with all the participants was organized. The goal was to understand in depth the 
opinion of the participants about the relevance of the experience and its impact in personal 
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development and museums life, and try to identify weakness and strengths of the project for further 
developments. 
The semi-structured interviews showed a great degree of appreciation of the school. The 
participants enjoyed and learnt a lot. The critical point was the possibility, when back, to apply the 
new knowledge, due to a foreseen rigidity of the science centre management: “I don’t know if our 
bosses think [that the engagement of the museum in socially relevant issues] is important or if the 
Science Minister in Belgium makes a point on getting the social debate going on controversial 
issues. Because of that we didn’t get much in contact with these topics, but now we saw this here in 
DOTIK and we strongly believe this is one of the most important ways to do scientific education to 
the public […]. Hopefully other explainers will do that too but I’m a bit afraid that it won’t come 
from higher to low and that we got to do it ourselves, that’s not going to be a structural policy from 
the educational service”. 
 
As we were already aware before the starting of the project, the explainers are not involved in the 
discussion about the museum mission, strategy, and innovative project. Also when the managers are 
well aware of science and society relationship and of the possible role of science centre in it, the 
explainers are cut off from that knowledge and debate: “We have a woman who’s in charge of 
science and society issues. She’s high level, just under the direction. We explainers are not so much 
in touch with her”.  
 
A final discussion was held and analysed to maximize the collection of lesson learned.  
A general appraisal of the school was expressed with great enthusiasm.  
Explainers declared that: 

- they discovered to belong to a larger community 
- they discovered how wider can be the action of explainers 
- they discovered a wider potential role for science centres 
- they discovered the importance of discussion dialogue and the focus on controversial issue. 

The weaker point identified related to the difficulty in applying what learned in the daily activity, 
convincing the museum management to integrate science-society issues in the offer of museum, too 
much focus on the science centre rather than museum. 
 

5. Long term impact 
DOTIK results were presented in 6 international conferences, and published in several newsletters. 
A large echo was obtained in the national press. A book collecting all lectures and several other 
articles will be published soon.  
However, the main longterm impact will arise form the science centre community, which reacted 
very promptly to the issues raised. The two latest annual conferences of ECSITE (European 
Network of Science Centres and Museums: Helsinki, 2005 and Mechelen, 2006) the largest and 
most prestigious association of European science centres and museums, thank to the DOTIK project 
and the lobbying activity that it triggered, have for the first time devoted several sessions to the role 
of explainers, due to the DOTIK project, the ideas and the suggestions have come from the project 
and the lobbying for explainers of the people involved in the project.  
In 2006 ECSITE board has decided to create its first interest group on the issue of explainers, 
aiming at monitoring, promoting and where needed steering the evolution of their role form 
information provider to actors of engagement and dialogue, “relying on the successful experience of 
the DOTIK project and the informal network which started forming in the sessions devoted to 
explainers in the last two ECSITE Annual Conferences”.  
The interest group (THE group, Thematic Human Interface and Explainers group) will act for the 
benefit of the explainers, involving them as much as possible with an active role, but the group is 
open for the contribution from all ECSITE members. The steering committee have 5 members, 4 of 
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whom were involved in the DOTIK project, as organizers or professors at the school: Antonio 
Gomes da Costa (Ciencia Viva, Lisbon), Sally Duensing (King’s College, London), Miha Kos (The 
House of Experiment, Lubiana), Matteo Merzagora (ICS, SISSA, Trieste) and Paola Rodari (Sissa 
Medialab, Trieste). Paola Rodari – DOTIK’s project manager - is the spokesman of the group.  
THE group has opened a webplatform (http://medialab.sissa.it/THE) that wish to become the 
instrument of community learning the DOTIK participants have asked for during the summer 
school.  
In the next ECSITE annual conference (Lisbon 2007), the first meeting of the group will be held 
(see programme in appendix 2), and to session on the training of explainers and on their role in 
science and society issues will held. The results of the DOTIK project will be presented. 
 

6. Lesson learned and proposed guidelines 
Explainers in science centres and museums are a key actor for renewing the relationship between 
science and society. However, quite often they are confined to an “information provider” role. The 
possibility of transforming explainers in actual dialogue promoter, capable of collecting citizen 
concerns and hopes in science, is not fully exploited.  
However, example exists, and the potential is extremely high. The DOTIK project demonstrated the 
need of multiplying occasions where this new role can be better understood, valued and promoted. 
Well targeted and carefully designed training scheme, together with occasions of exchange among 
explainers, can be an excellent means to enlarge and enhance the role of explainers in a “dialogue 
and participation” perspective. 
The success of the DOTIK training school was assessed by the number of application received, by 
the satisfaction expressed by participants and speakers, and by the interest of the museum and 
science communication professional communities. 
 
More specifically, the following key points emerged as guidelines: 
 

1. Sharing best practices at European level could have an extremely high impact.  
The enormous impact of the explainers exchange in the animation practices of the partner 
science centre demonstrated the importance of sharing knowledge and expertise at 
European level. Indeed, there already exists across Europe very interesting approaches in 
engaging the visitors in discussions on controversial topics, or methodology to listen to the 
visitor input and use visitors’ opinions to devise exhibits and events. These should be better 
known by explainers. 
How to do it: Direct, personal exchanges, based on a solid introductory background on 
science in society issues, and facilitated and directed in order to well evaluate the efficiency 
of observed practices and their applicability in a different context, proved to be the best 
method to spread best practices. Promotion of exchange programmes among explainers of 
different science centres is a key issue. 
 

2. Summer schools are excellent tools to stimulate change of perspectives in science and 
society issues 
Short residential training courses or master classes, involving explainers form different 
science centres and from different countries, are excellent methods to introduce new 
perspective in science-society issues, and new practices in the way to engage the public and 
stimulate a participatory culture on scientific issues. This tools have an enormous efficiency 
in terms of dissemination: the DOTIK experience has demonstrated the explainers bring 
back to their institution new knowledge that can readily become new approaches of 
interacting with the public of the whole institution. 
How to do it: promote and facilitate (for example through funds similar to research training 
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grants) the organisation of thematic, European level summer schools and master classes. The 
DOTIK experience can be used as a guideline for this. 

 
3. Explainers need to broaden the self-perception of their role 

It was observed that often explainers conceive themselves as information provider rather 
than engaging actors. A broadening of their self-perception as a consequence of the DOTIK 
training scheme was assessed as a major results. 
How to do it: The methodology of the focus group, used within science centres or in specific 
training schemes, was identified and assessed through evaluation as a particularly efficient 
methodology. 
 

4. Explainers need to broaden their idea of what science is, and their idea of what the role 
of their institutions is in the science-society dialogue. 
It was observed that limitations of the range of actions of explainers often comes from a 
somehow narrow view on the entanglement of scientific and societal issues, of the role of 
science centres in explicating this entanglement, and on the role of explainers in making it 
transparent and debatable. The introduction of basic knowledge on science and society 
issues, science communication theory, principles of governance and participatory 
procedures in training schemes should be promoted. 
How to do it: Replicate training schools such as DOTIK, keeping a focus on theoretical 
background even if the specific school can be targeted at specific issues or skills. 
 

5. Explainers collect an amazing amount of input from the public, but the “explainers 
understanding of the public” should be made more scientific. 
Explainers know a lot of things about their publics. Every day, they collect an enormous 
amount of information about public perception of science, and about public opinions on 
scientific issues. But this is often a very instinctive, not very scientific knowledge. Without 
loosing this very warm and human aspects, basic knowledge of visitor studies and of 
evaluation techniques will be important in order for this knowledge to be transmissible and 
beneficial for the whole community,. 
How to do it: The DOTIK training scheme demonstrated the importance of including visitor 
studies lessons and evaluation workshops in the training of explainers. Specific modules for 
this were developed within the training scheme. 
 

6. Changes in the valuing of the explainers’ role in museum and science centres is 
constrained by organisational and financial problems 
If changing individual perspective of explainers is somehow easy, a much more difficult task 
is to introduce these new concept in the corporate culture of a science centre. This is due 
essentially to a financial problem: providing a more sophisticated training for explainers on 
topics not directly related to the daily routine (such as governance, etc) and do not have an 
immediate payback for the museum in economical terms. However, in the perspective o the 
science in society agenda, it would be of extreme relevance to promote this aspect. 
How to do it: External training appear as the only real feasible action, although it can give 
results only in the long term, through the dissemination action carried on by explainers who 
have participated in training throughout their career progression within science centres. 
 

 
The action of the European commission in pushing the evolution of science communication practice 
toward a governance a participation perspective has proven very valuable. The practical conditions 
in which museum and science centres works seems to require that, although the situation has 
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considerably evolved in the last few years, additional sustain is needed for the process to become 
self sustained.  
Museum and science centres have a fundamental role in shaping the public image of science, and 
more specifically in helping the citizens to define what is their role in the democratic governance in 
science. This is a fundamental aspect, which however has not yet a direct, economical payback for 
museum, and should therefore still be promoted, in order to make key concepts on science in 
society issues percolate through the institutional filters and reach the lay citizen. No governance and 
participation in science is possible without a spread out, shared culture of governance and 
participation. And a shared and spread-out culture can be reached only by the dissemination of 
constant and pervasive actions carried out by actual people: explainers in museums, in their daily 
relationships with the public, are among the best of such agents.  
 
It is therefore felt as necessary to continue the work of shaping the explainers community at 
European level, as a tool to make the science museum and science centre culture to evolve. This 
must be achieved through a bottom-up approach, which starts from the acquired knowledge of 
explainers, values it, organise it, motivates it, to go back “sur le terrain”, in the daily, face to face 
interaction with the public. The constitution of THE group – The thematic human interface and 
explainers group within ECSITE has been achieved by the DOTIK project team in collaboration 
with other actors with these objectives in mind.  
 

7. Conclusions 
The DOTIK project has been very effective in attracting the attention of the European science 
museums community on explainers and in involving the explainers towards the creation of a 
learning community. 
The training was, more the an opportunity to grow in a profession, a cultural change in point of 
view both on personal role and institutions role, an “occasion to step back from daily routine and 
see the bigger picture” (from the final discussion). That has been its strength, but also its limit.  
First of all the explainers have a very practical job, and they need protocols and practical 
instruments for their everyday life; this has not always been easy in such a short time (the week of 
the school). Moreover, making them appreciate also the theoretical aspect of the training is 
something that required an effort, cannot come out naturally. 
Secondly, as was clear from the very beginning, for changing the agenda of the museums other 
actions are needed: explainers and their bosses have to be convinced both of the interest and the 
successfulness of the involvement of explainers as mediators in participation and governance. 
 
To conclude a quote from an interview and an e-mail received the month the school ended from two 
participants, relating to the question “What DOTIK did for us”: they summarize the measure of 
success of the DOTIK project. 
 
The sociology of science, the involvement of science in society for the scientific dilemmas of which I 
was not aware at all. It was completely new for me. My job as explainer was to bring science to the 
public to make it love or understand science, but I’d never have thought to do that in the terms of 
dilemmas and discussions to get opinions. Very, very interesting. 

 
 From: "Guiot " <…@gmail.com>   
To: "dotik" <dotik@sissa.it>  
 Sent: Tuesday, September 19, 2006 6:13 PM   
Subject: what DOTIK did for us    
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 Hi Federica and the rest at SISSA,   How are you? Sebastiaan and I have done our briefing for the 
University Museum of Utrecht and  for Sonnenborgh together, since these two institutions are both 
part of the University of Utrecht  and share a Management Team. 
 
We started our presentation by letting them experience the rainforest, the way Gemma did it at 
DOTIK. Then we started a powerpoint presentation in which we tried to integrate all of the most 
important slides from presentations at DOTIK.  
At the end of our presentation we have included some recommendations for both our institutions. 
To my great surprise the director of the University Museum (UM) was one of the most enthusiastic 
people in our audience. Many people working at staff-level in the UM have shared the idea that our 
guides in many cases give rather old-fashioned tours probably for years, but never really knew that 
everyone agreed on this. Our exhibits (the UM) have grown to be very new and interactive, but our 
guides/explainers just have grown nearly as fast as our educational staff would like them to have. 
Now the decision-makers have the push they need for really professionalizing their 
guide/explainers. In the near future Sebas and I will probably start training our guides. I will then 
lead this training in the UM and Sebas in Sonnenborgh. I am planning to use techniques we have 
learned at DOTIK, for instance the Question&Answer-exercise and Frank's theatre bit, but also 
some basic stuff on how to be a facilitator more than just a traditional guide.  
 
I want to train them to trigger visitors more.    
 
Oh, and another thing. In the near future Hienke (Museon), Krista (Naturalis) and I will start an 
exchange to all our institutions.    
 
All the best and thanks again, 
 
 
 

 


