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This study explored the experiences of early childhood educators in applying the
concept of imagination within the curriculum and understanding its lived meanings. A
qualitative approach with an interpretive phenomenological strategy was employed to
gain an inldepth understanding of participants’ experiences. The participants included
teachers in educational centers in Kamyaran during the 20242025 academic year,
selected through purposive sampling with attention to varied professional experience.
Data were collected through inldepth and semilstructured interviews with sixteen
participants and continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Data analysis
followed Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis method, including initial coding,
reviewing, and defining final codes across basic, organizing, and overarching themes.
The findings indicated that educators’ [€xperiences with imagination can be understood
in three main domains. First, imagination was perceived as a cognitive and existential
process and as a creative professional competence that supports the design and
implementation of learning activities, transforming instruction into flexible and
meaningful experiences. Second, educators employed imagination in curriculum design,
implementation, and evaluation through creative scenarios, free play, roleplaying, and
multisensory activities that encouraged children’s active participation and adaptive
learning pathways. Third, imagination generated multidimensional outcomes for
children, including the development of cognitive and creative abilities, strengthened
social interaction and empathy, increased motivation for learning, and the reinforcement
of ethical and social values. Overall, the findings highlight imagination as a key element
in fostering holistic, child/¢entered learning and supporting integrated cognitive, social,
emotional, and moral development in early childhood education.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Imagination has long been recognized as a central dimension of early childhood education, influencing
cognitive, social, and emotional development in young children. In contemporary pedagogical discourse,
the concept of imagination extends beyond mere creative play to encompass a multidimensional process
that shapes learning experiences, curriculum design, and pedagogical practices. Despite the acknowledged
significance of imagination, there remains limited empirical insight into how early childhood educators
interpret and operationalize this concept within formal curricula. Understanding educators’ lived
experiences with imagination provides critical insights into both its pedagogical value and practical
application. The present study aimed to explore the experiences of early childhood educators regarding the
semantic meanings they attribute to imagination and how they integrate this concept into curriculum
planning and implementation. Specifically, the research sought to answer the following questions: How do
educators understand and define imagination within the context of early childhood education? In what ways
do they incorporate imaginative practices into daily learning activities? What perceived outcomes do they
associate with the integration of imagination in curricular experiences? By focusing on these questions, this
research addresses a critical gap in the literature and contributes to the ongoing discourse on fostering
creativity, flexible thinking, and holistic development in early childhood settings.

-Research questions

1 How do educational educators conceptualize imagination within their professional experiences, and what
personal or professional meanings and interpretations do they attribute to this concept in the context of the
early childhood curriculum?

2_What experiences, strategies, and practices do educational educators employ in the practical application
of imagination in the design, implementation, and assessment of the early childhood curriculum?

3_How do educational educators perceive and describe the outcomes, effects, and consequences of
employing imagination in children’s teaching—learning experiences across individual, social, emotional,
cognitive, and educational dimensions?

-Methods

This study used a qualitative design with an interpretive phenomenological approach to explore educators’
lived experiences and the meanings they attribute to imagination in early childhood curricula. Sixteen early
childhood educators from various centers in Kamyaran (academic year 2024-2025) were selected through
purposeful sampling to ensure diverse perspectives. Data were collected via in-depth, semi-structured
interviews lasting 45-75 minutes and continued until thematic saturation. Interviews were audio-recorded
with consent. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis, which facilitated
the identification of core themes regarding educators’ understanding, application, and perceived outcomes
of imaginative practices.

Results

The analysis revealed that early childhood educators’ experiences with the concept of imagination could
be conceptualized in three primary thematic areas:

a. Conceptualization of Imagination as a Cognitive and Existential Process: Educators described
imagination as both a mental and existential phenomenon, closely linked to creativity, problem-solving, and
professional competency. Imagination was perceived not merely as a playful activity but as a cognitive
resource that enhances the quality and flexibility of teaching and learning processes. Educators emphasized
that imaginative practices transform routine educational experiences into meaningful, engaging, and
dynamic learning opportunities. This theme highlighted the centrality of imagination in guiding
instructional design, motivating students, and fostering adaptive learning environments.
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b. Application of Imagination in Curriculum Design and Implementation: Participants reported employing
a range of strategies to integrate imagination into early childhood curricula. These included the use of
creative scenarios, role-playing, open-ended play, multisensory activities, storytelling, and project-based
learning. Educators emphasized that such practices enabled children to engage actively with learning
content, explore ideas, and develop autonomy. The application of imagination was not limited to planning
or execution but extended to assessment, allowing educators to observe children’s creative problem-solving,
decision-making, and collaborative skills. Imagination was thus operationalized as a holistic pedagogical
tool that bridges curriculum goals and experiential learning.

¢. Multidimensional Outcomes of Imagination on Child Development: The study revealed that
incorporating imagination into early childhood curricula had profound and multifaceted effects on
children’s development. Cognitive and creative skills were strengthened, enabling children to generate
novel ideas and approaches to problem-solving. Social and emotional competencies, such as empathy,
cooperation, and communication, were enhanced through collaborative imaginative play. Educators also
reported increased motivation and engagement in learning activities, as children found imaginative
experiences enjoyable and meaningful. Furthermore, imaginative activities contributed to the cultivation of
ethical and social values, reinforcing positive attitudes, moral reasoning, and cultural awareness.
-Discussion

The findings of this study underscore the critical role of imagination as both a conceptual and practical
component of early childhood education. Educators’ experiences suggest that imagination is a dynamic
construct that informs curriculum planning, enriches teaching practices, and fosters holistic child
development. By framing imagination as a professional competency, educators were able to create
flexible, engaging, and contextually meaningful learning experiences that address cognitive, social, and
emotional domains simultaneously. These results have significant implications for policy, curriculum
development, and teacher training. Integrating imagination as a core element of early childhood programs
can enhance the developmental outcomes of children and support educators in adopting innovative
pedagogical approaches. Moreover, professional development initiatives should focus on cultivating
educators’ understanding of imagination and providing practical strategies for embedding it in teaching
practices. In conclusion, this study highlights the intertwined relationship between educators’ perceptions
of imagination, its curricular application, and its transformative impact on children’s growth. By
foregrounding educators’ lived experiences, the research contributes to a deeper understanding of
imaginative pedagogy and reinforces the necessity of fostering creativity, flexibility, and holistic
development in early childhood education settings. Future research may explore comparative
perspectives across different cultural contexts or investigate longitudinal impacts of imagination-centered
curricula on child outcomes.

Keywords: Imagination in Early Childhood, Educators’ Experiences, Curriculum, Semantic Implications.
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