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Meet some of our IERG members
The IERG contains thousands of members around the world who
are involved in many different dimensions of education. We
have administrators of schools and school districts, teachers of
children in pre-school through secondary school, teachers in
alternative school settings, professors and researchers in
colleges and universities, undergraduate and graduate
students, parents, and book publishers—who have I forgotten?
In this edition of the IERG News we hope to create some
discussion among our members in relation to a topic of shared
interest. The question we are posing is this:
How can imagination address a challenge or problem you
experience in your educational work?
You can read here the responses from IERG members living
around the planet. We invite you to engage in dialogue with
them by clicking
and leave a reply.

SEAN BLENKINSOP
Professor, Simon Fraser University
Vancouver, B.C., Canada

My offering, short as it will be, is in response to a slightly
altered version of the question: How does Imaginative
Education help to address a challenge I experience
in my educational work? The answer: by offering, in
much of the required complexity, a solid, thoughtfully
formulated, and different philosophy of education for
the teachers and graduate students I work with to
crash into. This is important because much of the
work I have been involved in lately has to do with
whole school, and likely education writ large,
change. The thoughtful formulation of IE is important
because it helps those involved in educational
change to see in action and better understand the complexity, at myriad levels,
of this thing we call education. For if you are actually interested in educational
change you need to consider, as Kieran Egan has, not just pedagogical and
curricular questions but theoretical, epistemological, and developmental ones as
well. To tinker with one’s practice without considering the concept of knowledge
with which one is working is to drastically limit the range of change that is possible.
The different philosophy of education that is Imaginative Education offers an entry
point for educators who for the most part (whether they know it or not) take a
Deweyan progressive constructivism for granted to come into contact with
something new, something potentially jarring yet freeing. Anthropologist Edward
T. Hall once suggested that the only way any of us come to know our own culture,
both that we have one and a hint at the content thereof, was to run up against
another culture. And, it is in this collision that one begins to have the opportunity
to choose. Imaginative Education is a robust, solid-enough philosophy of
education to allow good—as in leading to potential change-crashes to happen.

Giannis Hadzigeorgiou
Professor, University of the Aegean
Rhodes, Greece
What I should admit from the outset is that imagination, and more specifically the question how to
incorporate imagination into my teaching, has been very challenging, and also a bit of a problem.
It has been challenging in the context of my science education courses, but problematic when it
came to teaching curriculum theory. Given the nature of science itself, imagination was an idea
that we frequently touched on, but I decided that I wanted my students to use their imagination
too. With this in mind, I thought that a number of ‘imaginative’ assignments (that could earn
students no extra credits), could make them think imaginatively. In other words, I incorporated
‘imagination’ in the form of imaginative/creative thinking. Thus between 2004 and 2010 many
imaginative assignments were completed. These included art and science connections (making
a collage, writing a poem) and imaginative writing (e.g., writing about a day in the life of a carbon
dioxide molecule). What is worth noting is that those ‘imaginative assignments’ were extremely
engaging. On the other hand, with my curriculum theory course I had a problem in the sense that
imagination, as a notion, did not appear anywhere. Even though one or two lectures were
devoted to Egan’s conception of education and the importance of the imagination, as an
alternative to Tyler’s curriculum model, the rest of the course was filled with such ideas as models
of planning and evaluation, outcomes, content knowledge, curriculum orientations etc. What I
found out though is that imagination could be incorporated in the form of narratives. Thus I used
short stories, taken from the history of the curriculum field, which highlighted the main ideas in their
historical development, and stressed, at the same time, the human element involved. This was
more difficult than what I did with the science education course, but it was worth it; the students
were more attentive and became more interested in the course.

Monica Carrara
Secondary School Teacher
Sondrio, Italy

Imagination is what I use for building a better future together with
all the people I live and work with. Imagination gives me different
perspectives, a variety of possible developments, wider
expansions, new and unpredictable links to other ideas. My
imagination gets endless new life-blood from what surrounds me,
mainly from my environment, from the people I meet and also
from the internet. Yes, the internet has expanded my
imagination giving me opportunities to improve, detail and
cross-linked my knowledge. In fact, I cannot see any of my
relationships without imagination. This is especially true in the
classroom because the learning relationship we, teachers, strive
to develop requires imagination to flourish. In The Educated
Mind, Kieran Egan reminds us of Kant arguing that "(...)
imagination leads us beyond what is accessible to senses" (1997,
p.123). Even though it is not often linked to rationality,
imagination is the fuel to progress our rational work in education.
Unfortunately, I still see many teachers trying to set fixed paths
into their way of teaching or confusing imagination with
improvisation and looking at it with dismay. The fact is that no
one can have the full control on imagination. Teachers are
scared to lose control on the educational path. Probably this is
due to the enormous pressure and expectations put on schools.
So, imagination – more than simply being a way to address a
problem or a challenge - can be seen as a problem, even if
nobody will ever admit it.

Magdalena Merbilháa
Director, Cultural Net
Professor, Gabriela Mistral University - Santiago, Chile
Traditional education did not place a high value on imagination. Consequently the
schooling system we have inherited does not recognize imagination as crucial to
learning. And, as a consequence of that, much teaching is commonly dull, and
learning is harder for students than it need be. If, instead, we recognize imagination
as one of the most important things in the process of learning, we can address the
challenge of dull classroom experience in an effective way. In my experience of
drawing on the power of imagination I find that classes can be designed to appeal
to students’ emotions and their power to evoke vivid images in order to engage
them in effective learning that also captures their interests in a most lively way. Too
often schools focus attention away from students’ bodily experience, from their
ability to form images, from their emotional lives, and other features that make up
our rich intellectual experience. By being more energetic and ingenious in engaging
the emotions and imaginations of students, and also of teachers and administrators,
and showing them different ways we have to make sense of the world, we can
make a direct challenge to the dullness of so much school experience for students.
We do, of course, have to develop great competence in literacy in our students, for
example, but we can do this more richly when we reflect on how literacy emerged
historically, and for each of us, from an oral condition, and the richer our oral
capacities, the richer and more sophisticated the literacy that we can develop from
it. To make evident to adults, teachers and administrators, the vividness of
perception they used to have as young children is a challenge, but when we
succeed in doing so, then we can enable them to bring that vividness to their
teaching, which in turn makes all learning more interesting and effective.

Qingyu Pan
Professor, Shandong Normal University
Ji’nan, China

Before I came into contact with IE，I just passively and occasionally turned to imagination for
help to find solutions when I encountered problems and challenges in teaching. Once the
problem was solved, imagination would rest. In recent years of my studying IE, the imagination
has taken a leading role and is now the most important tool by which I think about education
and teaching issues. Imagination has brought a series of changes to my teaching job. First, I no
longer see the purpose of teaching as confined to the transfer of scientific knowledge, but to
inspire students’ imaginations, creativity and ability to share through creative learning
processes. This is a huge challenge for China's students. Second, the curriculum material has
expanded from textbooks and literature to all aspects of life, especially those cognitive
mediations containing fresh thoughts and feelings, such as pop music, stories, proverbs, folklore,
archeology, folk art, traditional culture, and many other forms, by which the theoretical
knowledge is closely combined together with spiritual adventure. For example, in order to guide
students to understand the important role of waking physical sensations to literary reading, I
chose the song of "Just let me wild in the Snow" as a tool to stimulate students' experiencing,
thinking and imagination. (This song is one of the most famous works of the Father of Chinese
rock Cui Jian.) Now, in my classroom students consciously regard imagination as the primary
objective of their own development.
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Daniel Mollet

Grade English Teacher/Department Head, English
Santiago, Chile

In Chile, education is seen through the lens of the PSU, a
standardized test that nearly every student takes at the end of
12th grade. The results of this test have historically been the
single most important factor in university admissions decisions,
leading to the popularity of extracurricular test-preparatory
courses for students as well as the widely shared belief among
parents, students, and some teachers that school should focus
on administering practice tests and delivering information for
the exam.
Though my subject (English) is exempt from the test, my students aren’t exempt from their
expectations of a PSU-focused model of education. In a classroom, they expect to receive
information, copy it down exactly, and memorize it for a test later in the unit. When encouraged
instead to read a novel and use it as a jumping off point for discussion or a creative writing
project, my students are at first stunned. They’re uncomfortable when the stakes are changed.
They are, by and large, really good at the old model. They memorize, they study, they care
about their grades, but they take for granted the system and its goals and only after serious
prodding do they start to ask questions. But, when they recover from the shock to their system,
my students churn out interesting, clever projects and participate in lively discussions about
things like gender roles or morality.
My school is in a transitional stage right now. We’re expanding and shifting our focus away from
standardized evaluation in a lot of encouraging ways. It’s my hope that we’ll continue in this
direction, interrogating educational practices that we—and our students, parents, and
predecessors—have for a long time taken for granted.

Katherine Ireland

Ph. D student and Instructor, University of New Brunswick
Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada

My educational work looks at doing History in the elementary grades. As a former elementary
school teacher and a current instructor of elementary teacher candidates, I see first-hand how
many non-specialist teachers find History intimidating, boring, or irrelevant not only in their own lives
but their young students’ lives as well. I’m looking at the conditions and materials necessary to
inspire elementary teachers to do more History in their classrooms, and I believe the imagination is
the key. Many aspects of the elementary curriculum can be brought to life using History to spark
curiosity and wonder, particularly when ‘doing’ History using primary sources. Using a primary
source-based, historical thinking approach in the elementary classroom is engaging for both
students and teacher, and encourages an in-depth, critical approach to learning that is often
absent in elementary curricula. It is also an inclusive approach, where different skills and types of
knowledge are required, which using an imaginative approach can enhance. I’m developing a
kit for elementary teachers to use in the classroom as a support for the limited professional
development provided in the Social Studies at the elementary level. The kit is intended to guide
them in looking at areas of strength they might not realize they can apply to the study of History,
as well as identify what they need in order to improve both content knowledge and skills. Using an
imaginative approach may help in rediscovering the challenge and thrill of being learners
alongside one’s students.

Kelly Robinson
Faculty Associate, Faculty of Education, Simon Fraser University
Vancouver, B.C., Canada

Faced with the daunting and often overwhelming responsibility to not only develop themselves
into engaging, knowledgeable, caring educators, my Student Teachers are also tasked with the
very real responsibility of developing intentional lesson and unit plans that challenge, stimulate
and educate their own students.
An issue that emerges again and again is that Student Teachers are often not personally engaged
with the curriculum that they have been charged to teach. Thus, the lessons and units they design
lack the brightest spark of humanity that has the ability to enlighten our understanding of the world
around us: imagination.
My task is to then mediate—I must find a way to nudge Student Teachers towards their own
imaginative spark, to their own sense of wonder, to their own personal connection to what at first
appears to be a distant curriculum.
Usually, we talk. I rely and draw upon my own imaginative frameworks and habits of mind to steer
conversations, to invite my students to consider wonder. In some ways, even though I lack
knowledge in most disciplines and subject areas that my Student Teachers teach, the richness of
my own imaginative capacities and my trust in them, allows me to know that the space for their
discovery exists through the act of a conversation imbued with imaginative intention.
I have found that once Student Teachers develop their own imaginative framework, the design
of their lesson and unit plans emits a new, brighter light. Ironically, the distant curriculum that
initially was the source of struggle is no longer even a concern as they have fostered a richer,
illuminating connection to human knowledge.

Kieran Egan
Professor, Director IERG, Simon Fraser University
Vancouver, B.C., Canada
Imagination seems to me one of the tools we have that
can help us recognize and work a way around our
conventional ideas and assumptions. We too easily find
ourselves reaching and maintaining certain particular
ideas and beliefs, and we find them hard to shake. This is
normal, of course: we find it hard to think about the ideas,
beliefs, assumptions, and presuppositions we think with. As
we are initiated into the field of education, we tend to
take on board a set of ideas and beliefs that have
become entrenched even in the institutions of education,
even to the size and shape and usual activities within
classrooms. Again, the institutions tend to do much of our
thinking for us. We see those solid buildings everywhere
and assume what they represent and embody must be
reasonable and proper. While none of us can completely
escape the ideas inherited with our institutions—in fact,
complete escape would be a kind of madness—still the
imagination is as good a name as any that can help us
push back against the deadening effects of taking for
granted as unquestionable whatever exists around us.
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