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Annibale Carracci’s (1560-1609) early 17th century 
fresco in Palazzo Farnese, Rome, shows the gentle and 
pensive maiden as only she has the power to tame a 
unicorn. It takes, indeed, considerable pensiveness in 
order to invite unicorns – with all the thinking qualities 
that they may represent – in educational processes. In 
this article, we describe the design and application of an 
educational process we called Journey on a Unicorn’s 
Back, at the Department of Education of the University 
of Nicosia, Cyprus. Through this process we explored 
imagination as a method of reconceptualising teacher 
preparation at the university through a decentralized 
collaborative approach involving fifty six undergraduate 
preservice teachers enrolled in four university courses, 
and four local private preschools. More specifically, the 
goal of that attempt was to develop opportunities for 
preservice teachers to engage in related studies and ex-
periences that would enable them to plan meaningful 
creative problem solving activities for children in an 
imaginative context. Creative problem solving was fa-
cilitated through de Bono’s technique of the Six Think-
ing Hats (de Bono 1999), a technique that encourages 
flexible thinking. A collaboration among three universi-
ty instructors teaching Art History, Cognitive Psycholo-
gy, as well as Activities of Pre-Primary Education and 
School Experience, led to curriculum modification to 
provide a situated learning context in a journey through-
out the content of each course. During the period of one 
semester, preservice teachers travelled having imagina-
tion as their compass, engaged in aesthetic experiences 
anchoring flexible thinking and planned problem-

solving activities for preschool children for an event at 
the university library.        

Imagination is not only the ability to form mental 
images; it is also the power to mould experiences into 
something new, to create fictive situations, to grasp and 
reach out allowing what is perceived to be transformed. 
It is what allows a half-blind artist to create landscape 
masterpieces in a floating studio, a deaf composer to 
write music, it is the transaction between inner and out-
er vision which enables the individual to move beyond 
becoming aware and pay heed, provoke, extend, think 
about alternatives. Imagination alerts the teacher to the 
severity of current situations, encourages consideration 
of other possibilities, makes the deficiencies of current 
situations visible and inspires working towards repair-
ing them. The passivity, carelessness, feelings of ma-
laise, hopelessness, powerlessness an educator might 
observe in schools today, can be altered through the 
cognitive, perceptual, affective, imaginative undertak-
ings, which release individuals to use their imagination 
and provide a sense of alternatives to those who can see 
and hear, and enhance the consciousness of possibility 
for those who had learned how to attend and developed 
a sense that things can be otherwise  than they are 
(Greene,1995; Greene, 2001).  

The changes in contemporary society require con-
stant reflection on not only the content but also the con-
text of educational processes. Reflecting upon our prac-
tices in the specific courses previously mentioned, the 
instructors pointed out the need for modifying curricu-
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lum context as an effort to avoid what Greene (2001) 
calls anaesthesia, that is, the opposite of aesthetic, the 
numbness and emotional incapacity that prevent people 
from questioning and transforming the world. In order 
to make the learning process meaningful to our students 
across disciplines, we decided to modify our curriculum 
contexts and facilitate the development of creative im-
agination. This effort was supported by Bertling’s 
(2013) conclusion that imagination has the “ability to 
make things that are invisible visible, things once nebu-
lous clear, things far away and abstract close and in 
concrete form” (p.39).  

Imagination as a Compass and Thinking Hats as an   
Anchor to Situate Knowledge 

Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) argued that 
knowledge is situated, that is, learning is in part a prod-
uct of the activity, context, and culture in which it is 
developed and used. They suggested that by ignoring 
the situated nature of cognition, education defeats its 
own goal of providing useable, robust knowledge. To 
situate learning means to place thought and action in a 
specific place and time; to involve other learners, the 
environment, and activities to create meaning; and to 
locate in a particular setting the thinking and doing pro-
cesses used by experts to accomplish knowledge and 
skill tasks (Stein, 1998). Situated learning is not a new 
concept in education. The particularity of our project, 
however, lies in the fact that our attempt to situate 
learning and therefore embed learning in activity, mak-
ing deliberate use of social and physical contexts, had 
imagination as a compass and de Bono’s (1999) tech-
nique of the Six Thinking Hats as an anchor through a 
journey on a unicorn’s back.  

Imagination is defined as a mental quality that ena-
bles people to go beyond actual experience and con-
struct alternative possibilities (Perdue, 2003). Hsu, 
Liang and Chang (2014) described in their study several 
noticeable characteristics that differentiate imagination 
from fantasy. Some of them are related to psychology 
aspects, such as exploration, intuition, sensibility and 
crystallization, and others are more practice-oriented, 
such as effectiveness, novelty, transformation and elab-
oration.  

Scholars such as Colello (2007) classified the activi-
ties of human imagination in reproductive imagination 
and creative imagination. Reproductive imagination 
enables individuals to reproduce mental images de-
scribed by others or images from less accurate recollec-
tions of reality, whereas creative imagination emphasiz-
es the attributes of initiation and originality and is often 
perceived as a facilitator for the great discoveries and 
scientific, literary, artistic or technological achieve-
ments. Dziedziewicz and Karwowski’s (2015) theoreti-
cal model of creative imagination with its applications 
in early education sees creative imagination as com-
posed of three interrelated components: vividness of 
images, their originality, and the level of transformation 
of imageries. They emphasize the importance of analyz-
ing creative visual imagination as both a process 
(understood as a cognitive mechanism) and typological-
ly (revealing different types of creative imagination). 

Hsu, Liang and Chang (2014) pointed out that imag-
ination can be perceived as the basis for cultivating cre-

ative thinking and that many imaginative education 
programs tend to see their role in either stand- alone 
activities or via artistic subjects. Egan (2005) argued 
that effective stimulation of imagination should take 
place across curricula in diverse subjects, but the aver-
age classroom is not successful in stimulating imagina-
tion and sparking students’ creativity. The instructors in 
the present study were challenged how to modify the 
context of university courses so as to situate course con-
tent and make it meaningful for preservice teachers and 
at the same time to facilitate flexible thinking for in-
structional design. They envisioned a decentralised ap-
proach for curriculum planning, which would allow 
them to utilize imagination to expand the learning con-
text for preservice teachers and the learning possibilities 
offered in specific university courses, reach a meeting 
point between the university and the local community 
through identifying common perspectives or aims, and 
subsequently enrich learning for everyone involved.  

The first and most basic design principle of decen-
tralized educational programs is the principle of subsidi-
arity, which states that higher levels of the system 
should play a subsidiary role to lower levels of the sys-
tem (Healey & Crouch, 2012). Instructors arranged to 
meet with inservice teachers and administrators from 
four local preschools in order to initiate a collaborative 
foundation for curriculum planning as an attempt to 
empower inservice teachers in the process of planning 
learning opportunities for university students and pre-
school children. Planning imaginative contexts in which 
to situate learning was initiated by preservice teachers’ 
specific school experiences at the time, during which 
they defined children’s current interests revolving 
around imaginary beings, such as fairies, mermaids, 
elves, and dragons. Whereas learning is usually situated 
in realistic contexts asking learners to apply knowledge 
to everyday life experiences, the instructors chose to 
situate learning in an imaginative context in order to 
spark their creative imagination and enable them to plan 
meaningful creative problem solving activities for chil-
dren. The metaphor of a journey on a unicorn’s back 
allowed instructors, preservice teachers and children to 
experience learning as an adventure. Unicorns are won-
drous creatures, symbols of innocence and enchantment 
that travel and appear, wherever, and whenever they 
wish throughout all realms and dimensions. Since the 
focus of instruction at the university was to engage pre-
service teachers in creative problem solving through 
flexible thinking, a unicorn seemed an appropriate sym-
bol to guide the journey, adopting multiple thinking 
perspectives. 

The instructors’ aim to engage preservice teachers in 
creative problem solving and flexible thinking was fa-
cilitated through de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats tech-
nique (de Bono, 1999). This technique encourages prob-
lem solving utilizing six different modes of thinking 
symbolized by six different ‘thinking’ hats. De Bono 
suggested that when undertaking a problem, mind ten-
sions might be similar to the bingo machine randomly 
drawing numbers. In order to avoid confusion and reach 
a solution in an efficient way, a problem solver needs to 
direct thinking towards one type of thinking at a time. 
Six colored hats (blue, white, red, yellow, green, black) 
represent six modes of thinking. The blue hat allows for 
coordination of the thinking process. A person who is 
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familiar with the Six Thinking Hats technique usually is 
chosen to wear the blue hat so as to be able to control 
the sequence of the hats that will be used by thinkers 
and pose questions that will prompt thinkers to think. 
When wearing the white hat, one focuses on infor-
mation available, the objective facts of the problem, 
what is needed and how it can be obtained. The red hat 
encourages thinking of emotions, feelings, intuition, and 
hunches about the alternatives. The yellow hat repre-
sents optimistic thinking, asking thinkers to list the ben-
efits of the ideas proposed. Wearing the black hat, en-
gages thinkers in a devil’s advocate role, being judge-
mental and critical about the merits of the ideas. Finally, 
the green hat encourages creative thinking. When wear-
ing this hat, one can generate as many ideas as possible 
on how the problematic case could be handled.  

In our study we replaced the thinking hats with 
gemstones of similar colors (Table 1). These gemstones 
symbolized the cognitive value of each type of thinking 
that a learner would acquire when anchoring at each 
kingdom of the Fantasy World to practice each thinking 
mode with the guidance of a blue unicorn.  

The instructors considered the gemstones as more 
appropriate symbols than the hats to emphasize the val-
ue of thinking that learners engage in, as part of a treas-
ure hunt, while wandering in an imaginative context. 
Gemstones symbolized anchors throughout a journey in 
a Fantasy World where thinkers were encouraged to 
adopt a certain mode of thinking while solving prob-
lems within course activities. The sapphire, symbolizing 
wisdom and deep contemplation, was the stone of the 
Blue Unicorn Valley where unicorns would direct 
thinking during problem solving. In the Mermaid King-
dom, the white hat was replaced by the pearl, a symbol 
of clarity. Mermaids would represent factual thinking 
and attention to evidence. Ruby, the stone of emotional 
activity, was placed in the Fairy Kingdom. Fairies 
would encourage expression of emotions as well as 
looking after feelings and intuitions. The topaz gem-
stone signified joy and positive energy and could be 

found in the Land of Fairy Tales. Fairy Tale characters 
would encourage positive thinking in a problematic 
situation. In the Dragon Kingdom, the black diamond 
symbolized stability and order. Dragons encouraged 
critical thinking. Finally, the emerald, symbol of vitality 
and humour, was a characteristic of creative thinking 
taking place in the Elf Kingdom. The Fantasy World 
Kingdoms as a different metaphor for the Six Thinking 
Hats approach for flexible thinking during problem 
solving guided the modifications of the context of four 
university courses engaging preservice teachers in prob-
lem solving. 

Preservice Teachers’ Journey on a Unicorn’s Back 

The journey of preservice teachers on a unicorn’s 
back begun when three university instructors of the De-
partment of Education of the University of Nicosia, 
Cyprus, two of which are the authors of this article, 
collaborated to provide a situated learning context for 
their students. Four groups of students attending Art 
History (7 female and 1 male freshmen), Cognitive Psy-
chology (2 male and 8 female sophomores), Activities 
of Pre-Primary Education (17 female juniors), and 
School Experience (20 females and 1 male seniors) par-
ticipated in the journey throughout the content of each 
course. During the period of one Spring semester, those 
different groups in each course travelled with imagina-
tion as their compass, engaged in aesthetic experiences 
anchoring flexible thinking and planned problem-
solving activities for preschool children for an event at 
the university library.  

For reconsidering the curriculum of the four courses 
when planning the ‘Journey on a unicorn’s back’ pro-
ject, the instructors considered the four characteristics 
of reproductive imagination and employed them for 
guiding preservice teachers gradually through the imag-
inary context: crystallization, dialectics, effectiveness 
and transformation (Liang et al., 2013).   Instructors 
cultivated, through flexible thinking, preservice teach-
ers’ ability to express ideas by using concrete examples, 
to seek improvement by logically analyzing ideas, to 
generate effective ideas about the target, and to perform 
tasks by transforming what one knows across multiple 
fields of knowledge. Dziedziewicz and Karwowski’s 
(2015) model of creative imagination (i.e. preparation, 
imaging, and transforming) was employed as a matrix 
to describe the activities that took place during the Jour-
ney on a Unicorn’s Back project. All activities of the 
project had a three-stage structure within each of the 
following four courses attended by preservice teachers: 
Art History, Cognitive Psychology and Development, 
Activities of Pre-Primary Education, and School Expe-
rience. All four courses were taught in the same univer-
sity classroom whose physical setting was evolving 
throughout a period of one semester. 

Preparation Stage. The preparation stage initiated 
the theme, which was the journey in Fantasy World 
guided by a unicorn.  The instructors of each course 
focused on initiating the theme and prepared the stu-
dents for the activities based on course content through 
a quest for information about the theme. The students 
gathered information, and organized and structured it 
within the theme. In the preparation stage, the instruc-
tors included curious facts, as well as other amusing or 
surprising information about the theme and encouraged 

Table 1. Gemstones Replacing de Bono’s Thinking Hats in 
the Fantasy World.  

Gemstones Fantasy World 

 

Blue Unicorn’s Valley 
  

 

Mermaid Kingdom 

 

Fairy Kingdom 

 

Land of Fairy-tales 

 

Dragon Kingdom 

 

Elf Kingdom 
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students to adopt a flexible thinking problem-solving 
approach.   

The starting point for all course work was a Fantasy 
World map (Figure 1) and a presentation of the general 
symbolism for each type of creature in the Fantasy 
World. The map was a result of a collaborative brain-
storming among the instructors in order to provide a 
context for the six thinking modes that would be used 
throughout the semester. The specific imaginary crea-
tures were chosen based on preschool children’s current 
interests as indicated by preservice teachers’ school 
experiences. Instructors decided which imaginary being 
and which symbol would represent each mode of think-
ing. More specifically the Blue Unicorn’s Valley, repre-
senting the coordination of thinking, was symbolized by 
a gate as an entry to the fantasy World. A leaf was a 
symbol of vitality and fun for the Elf Kingdom. A castle 
on clouds and a pair of wings within a star-like outline 
represented the sentimentality of the Fairy Kingdom. A 
dragon outline and a volcanic landscape signified the 
need for attending to difficulties and critical thinking in 
the Dragon Kingdom. A shell with a white pearl repre-
sented the purity of thought during factual thinking at 
the Mermaid Kingdom. A central point in the Fantasy 
World is the Land of Fairy Tales which was denoted by 
a storybook. The outline of each symbol (gate, shell, 
leaf, star, dragon, storybook) was shaped by continuous 
repetition of each kingdom’s name. 

The Art History course began with an introduction 
to the content area, which included the mythological 
creatures in the art history of the ancient world, impres-
sionist landscapes, surrealism, abstract expressionism, 
pop art, cubism, and futurism. Each student selected a 
Fasntasy Kingdom and initially looked for and studied 
information about fantasy creatures and prepared as a 
course assignment a presentation of a creature’s profile. 
Class dialogue at the preparation stage guided students 
towards transferring knowledge of art techniques to the 
Fantasy World setting. Figure 2 shows examples of Art 
History students’ drawings of the fantasy creature of 
their choice after studying the related mythology 
sources individually, presenting them in class, and dis-
cussing with classmates and the instructor their options 
of artmaking techniques from an art history perspective 
to illustrate the creature they had studied. For example, 
the students brainstormed ideas of how to utilize poin-
tillism and expressionistic patterns to prepare the Fanta-
sy World creatures’ garments. Fantasy world guided by 
a unicorn.  The instructors of each course focused on 
initiating the theme and prepared the students for the 
activities based on course content through a quest for 
information about the theme. The students gathered 
information, and organized and structured it within the 
theme. In the preparation stage, the instructors included 
curious facts, as well as other amusing or surprising 
information about the theme. The starting point for all 
course work was a Fantasy World map (Figure 1) and a 
presentation of the general symbolism for each type of 

Figure 1.  The map of the Fantasy World initiating the theme in the preparation stage.  
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creature in the Fantasy World. The map was a result of 
a collaborative brainstorming among the instructors in 
order to provide a context for the six thinking modes 
that would be used throughout the semester. The specif-
ic imaginary creatures were chosen based on preschool 
children’s current interests as indicated by preservice 
teachers’ school experiences. Instructors decided the 
basic fit between the modes of thinking and the imagi-
nary beings. More specifically the Blue Unicorn’s Val-
ley, representing the coordination of thinking, was sym-
bolized by a gate as an entry to the fantasy World. A 
leaf was a symbol of vitality and fun for the Elf King-
dom. A castle on clouds and a pair of wings within a 
star-like outline represented the sentimentality of the 
Fairy Kingdom. A dragon outline and a volcanic land-
scape signified the need for attending to difficulties and 
critical thinking in the Dragon Kingdom. A shell with a 
white pearl represented the purity of thought during 
factual thinking at the Mermaid Kingdom. A central 
point in the Fantasy World is the Land of Fairy-tales 
which was denoted by a storybook. The outline of each 
symbol (gate, shell, leaf, star, dragon, storybook) was 
shaped by continuous repetition of each kingdom’s 
name. 

In the Cognitive Psychology and Development 
course the concepts that were introduced to students 
included visual perception, visual and auditory atten-
tion, visual mental imagery, Piaget’s assimilation and 
accommodation, memory and mnemonics, and problem 
solving. Students were asked to brainstorm ideas about 
how to apply content knowledge to design educational 
materials and activities through active participation in a 
whole class discussion during the course. For example, 
during the unit of perception students were guided to 
think about how they could engage children in tasks that 
would challenge their visual and/or auditory perception 
in the context of a Fantasy Kingdom (i.e solving riddles 
consisting of sounds presented by elves or spotting the 
differences between two pictures illustrating elves’ 
hats).  

The preparation stage of creative imagination in the 
Activities of Pre-Primary Education course also includ-
ed an introduction to content knowledge and more spe-
cifically, introduction to creativity in education, inter-
disciplinary approaches for learning and teaching, such 
as the project-based approach, instructional design, and 
techniques for language development and creative writ-
ing. Students in the Activities of Pre-Primary Education 
course focused on studying the profiles of the fantasy 
creatures and brainstormed on what type of activities 
could be designed based on that profile. For example, 
fairies were associated with artmaking activities, elves 
with playful problem solving, dragons with argumenta-
tion activities, and mermaids with tasks requiring docu-
mentation.  

 The senior students in the School Experience course 
at the preparation stage of the project engaged in brain-
storming about how to design and implement a creative 
action plan in a preschool to promote creative imagina-
tion. Specifically, when the instructor announced the 

Figure 2.  Students utilized knowledge of art history to present Fantasy World creatures.  

Figure 3.  Objects and settings for the Fantasy World in the 
university classroom . 
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theme of the project students were asked to think about 
how to set up goals and design activities to guide chil-
dren in a Fantasy World journey taking into considera-
tion the different subjects of preschool curriculum.  

      Imaging Stage. Students’ imaging ability developed 
as a second stage of creative imagination during the 
‘Journey on a unicorn’s back’ project through the four 
courses. At the stage of imaging, the activities “are fo-
cused on developing creative ideations that take shape 
from the material of past observation, but significantly 
stray away from remembered reality” (Dziedziewicz & 
Karwowski, 2015, p. 389) in order to stimulate stu-
dents’ creative image abilities through creating symbols 
and metaphors within an image code, animating repre-
sentations, using personifications and imaging fantastic 
stories and tales. The students in the Art History course 
were guided, for example to imagine and create a crea-
ture from the Fantasy World based on a given pictorial 
image of a face or combination of two given images, 
such as the  Butterflish, a combination of a butterfly and 
a fish. The Art History students also created objects and 
settings for each Kingdom of the Fantasy World, such 
as clouds, a waterfall, unicorn belts with pouches for 

gemstones, and a Fantasy World treasure hunt booklet 
and utilized the classroom space to set up presentations 
of their work. The classroom settings stimulated imag-
ing activities for students in all courses involved in the 
project since all class meeting were scheduled to take 
place in the same classroom.  

     At the second stage of creative imagination in the 
Cognitive Psychology and Development course the stu-
dents became designers in The Extraordinaires’ Design 
Studio where they imagined and drew useful objects for 
the Fantasy World creatures. They proposed, for exam-
ple, a swing to modify a fairy’s seat. They were also 
presented with a ‘Where is Waldo’ challenge and imag-
ined how this task could look like in the Elf Kingdom. 
Additionally, the students perceived visual and auditory 
patterns in the Elf Kingdom and imagined the attributes 
of given fairy figures that would be used in a memory 
game at the Fairy Kingdom. They also imagined how 
the six thinking hats approach could be applied in the 
kingdoms of Fantasy World as a treasure hunt and how 
the means-end analysis approach could be applied in the 
unicorn valley. 

Figure 4.  Collaborative mixed media art work-Fantasy World landscape . 
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     Imaging in the Activities of Pre-Primary Education 
course took the form of imagining and writing riddles in 
the Elf Kingdom, creating symbols of the Fantasy 
World alphabet. Students also imagined Leo Lionni’s 
Pezzettino character (Lionni, 2012) from the homonym-
ic children’s book in the Fantasy World and engaged in 
related creative writing and storytelling. They, addition-
ally, imagined a unicorn outside the Fantasy World (i.e. 
university classroom, museum, library, preschool) and 
designed educational activities based on each idea.  

     During the imaging stage of creative imagination in 
the School Experience course, students thought about 
how to design and implement a creative action plan in a 
preschool to promote creative imagination. Building on 
the ideas that they brainstormed during the preparation 
stage, each student considered the specific school con-
text where he/she was placed to complete his/her practi-
cum, to animate representations of the fantasy creatures, 
and to illustrate imaginary stories. 

Transformation Stage. At the third stage of creative 
imagination, students’ transforming was viewed as the 
ability to change and control imagery employing think-
ing strategies such as reintegration, multiplication, per-
severance, animation, color, and spatial inversion. 
Transforming students’ representations was mostly re-
lated to changing selected characteristics of an imagined 
object (e.g. appearance, structure, function, or use). 
Transformations in the ‘Journey on a unicorn’s back’ 
project were surprising, inventive, and atypical, but still 
made sense. In the Art History course the students cre-
ated a collaborative mixed media art work for represent-
ing a Fantasy World landscape (Figure 4). They also 
transformed spaces of a university classroom into Fan-
tasy World areas and that offered intercourse communi-
cation opportunities through exchange of messages left 
by students of each course on a cloud, in a shell and a 
nest. Transforming in the Art History course, however, 
reached its peak with students’ spatial inversion of the 
university library into Fantasy World Kingdoms. 

 

In Cognitive Psychology and Development students 
transformed a memory board game into a game in the 
Fairy Kingdom that encouraged the use of mnemonic 
techniques and problem solving with emphasis in emo-
tions. They also prepared educational materials and 
activities based on visual perception and attention in the 
Elf Kingdom (i.e. tricks, spot the differences, visual/
auditory challenge) and planned activities for children’s 
active participation and engaging in critical thinking 

tasks related to an erupting volcano problem at the 
Dragon Kingdom in the Fantasy World.  

In the Activities of Pre-Primary Education course’s 
final stage of creative imagination, students’ linguistic 
inversion of a given story led to adding a unicorn char-
acter in Leo Lionni’s Pezzettino story (Lionni, 2012).  
In the original story a wise being advises Pezzetino to 
start a journey in order to discover its identity. Through 
a whole class discussion, students pointed out that the 
wise being shared attributes associated with the uni-
corn’s profile.  

In the School Experience course, the unicorn charac-
ter was multiplied in a theatrical play to lead different 
groups of children in their quest of the valuable stones 
in the Fantasy World Kingdoms. The plot that the stu-
dents wrote included interchangeable transformation of 
worlds (reality and fantasy/dream) to teach preschool 
children how to solve a real-life problem related to 
identity crisis. 

Children’s Journey on a Unicorn’s Back 
 

The preschool children’s journey took place at the 
university’s main library on April 23rd, World Book 
Day. For practical purposes, two groups of twenty pre-
school children and their teachers participated in the 
planned activities during the morning and the other two 
collaborating preschools visited the university in the 
afternoon of the same day. The four specific preschools 
were located close to the university campus and hosted 
the students from the School Experience course during 
their practicum. The three instructors initiated a collab-
orative foundation for curriculum planning with the 
inservice teachers from the specific preschools from the 
beginning of the project.  

The ground floor corners and central space of the li-
brary, as well as a connected reading room were deco-
rated by preservice teachers and transformed into the 
six areas of the Fantasy World. Preservice teachers’ 
library transformations varied from creating and hang-
ing foliage between bookshelves for each kingdom 
based on the color of the respective thinking mode, to 
compositions of three-dimensional artifacts symbolizing 
each kingdom, such as shells, a volcano, a mushroom-
house, etc. The preservice teachers’ decision to create a 
magical setting with hidden stations in a space with tall 
shelves and narrow corridors in between proved to be a 
very successful motivational tool for children’s active 
participation and development of imagination. The ele-

Figure 5.  Objects and settings for the Fantasy World in the university library.  
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ments of mystery and surprise were evident characteris-
tics of both the settings and the activities of the event.  
 

Upon their arrival at the library, the children were 
welcomed by two fairies and led to the central open 
space of the library, which was set up as the Blue Uni-
corn’s Valley. The majority of the children were 
dressed up as creatures from the Fantasy World, which 
enabled them to adapt to the imaginary elements of the 
environment easily. Children’s introduction to the activ-
ities started with a short theatrical narration of the story 
of a child who falls asleep having negative thoughts 
concerning her identity and dreams that she is Leo Li-
onni’s Pezzettino from the homonymous story book 
(Lionni, 2012), a simple square shape in search of the 
value of itself. The original story, whose pictures were 
projected on a large screen while our Pezzettino was 
sleeping, stopped at the point when Pezzettino meets 
with the wise man to ask about the importance of his 
existence. Instead, the preservice teacher enacting Pez-
zettino met with a wise blue unicorn, who invited her to 
travel with him in the Fantasy World in search for what 
she was looking for. While the unicorn was describing 
the various kingdoms, the preschool children presented 
related songs or choreography they had prepared at their 
schools. The wise blue unicorn then equipped the chil-
dren with a personal booklet (figure 6), which included 
the map of the Fantasy World and assigned other uni-
corns as guides for each group of ten children. Follow-
ing the unicorn’s instructions, the children wandered 
through the library corridors, from kingdom to king-
dom, from challenge to challenge, in order to solve 
problems by utilizing different modes of thinking. Upon 
completion of the challenges in every kingdom, the 
unicorn-coordinator rewarded each child with a sticker 
gem for the last page of their booklets. 

Every group followed a different path throughout 
their journey until all groups had anchored at all five 
kingdoms and met again back at the Blue Unicorn Val-
ley. The activities that the preservice teachers had 
planned in collaboration with their instructors required 
activation of a specific mode of thinking based on de 
Bono’s thinking hats. To win the green gem the chil-
dren participated in humorous activities based on illu-
sions, riddles, and brainstorming initiated by stories 
regarding a lazy elf and a chameleon. In the Valley of 
Sweet Memories at the Fairy Kingdom, the children 
swung on clouds to recall a pleasant memory and de-
scribe it to a fairy. They also played a memory game 
that required understanding and expressing feelings, and 

decorated an oversized dream-catcher with their own 
cut-shapes from adhesive pattern paper, colorful ribbons 
and feathers, to capture and preserve pleasant dreams. 
In the Mermaid Kingdom, the children assumed the role 
of reporter’s assistants and collected data from the still 
frames set-up by student-teacher mermaids. Receiving 
the black diamond from the Dragon Kingdom required 
role play, thinking about the dangers associated with 
volcanoes, decision making concerning how one should 
move around an exploding volcano and assessing peers’ 
personifications of volcanic explosions. In the Land of 
Fairy Tales, a visiting author presented a problem faced 
by known story book characters and facilitated chil-
dren’s adoption of positive thinking to help the charac-
ters solve their problem.  When all children had finally 
returned to the Blue Unicorn Valley, the wise blue uni-
corn summarized the process and brought children’s 
attention back to Pezzettino’s initial problem conclud-
ing that if one looks at a problem from different per-
spectives, one is more likely to reach a gratifying unex-
pected solution.  

Reflecting on the Journey on a Unicorn’s Back 

The Journey on a Unicorn’s Back project was an 
attempt to situate learning of content knowledge taught 
in various university courses in an imaginative context 
so that preservice teachers would develop skills to plan 
and implement educational activities that would encour-
age the use of imagination in education. De Bono’s Six 
Thinking Hats turned into gemstones symbolizing an-
chors throughout a journey in Fantasy World where 
imaginary creatures motivated both preservice teachers 
and preschool children to be focused, productive and 
mindfully involved in the activities that enhanced their 
imaginative capacities. This project provided practical 
examples of how imagination can be used as a tool of 
engagement in education with the learners becoming 
more knowledgeable and creative in their thinking 
across subjects. In order to cultivate imagination as a 
cornerstone of creative learning, instructors decided to 
present university course curricula in a way that would 
be meaningful to their students. Continuity between 
university courses through common learning contexts 
for students was based on the instructors’ collaboration 
and attempt to take only a small step towards a demo-
cratic stance in curriculum development in order to 
make learning meaningful for preservice teachers with-
in a broader context than what they were used to in tra-
ditional classrooms. Modifying each course context 
while maintaining the content was challenging but im-
agination proved to be a successful technique towards 

Figure 6.  Personal booklets distributed to children as guides for the Fantasy World space and activities in the library.  
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that end. Imagination allowed instructors and preservice 
teachers to view course content from different perspec-
tives in order to make learning meaningful for everyone 
involved. 

However, taking into consideration subsidiarity, an 
important design principle of decentralized educational 
programs, we question the supplementary role of the 
instructors of the four courses since they maintained a 
high degree of controlling the planning and implemen-
tation of the project. As a result, even if preservice 
teachers were actively engaged in and successfully 
completed all activities and course requirements, they 
faced difficulties in elaborating on the value of flexible 
thinking as a tool for problem solving for instructional 
design. Similarly, inservice teachers expressed enthusi-
asm in participating in the Journey on a Unicorn’s Back 
project, however they were not immersed in creative 
problem solving for instructional design. Decentraliza-
tion would have been more successful if all agents of 
curriculum planning and implementation (university 
instructors, preservice teachers, inservice teachers, pre-
school children) had a more in-depth collaboration in 
order to facilitate flexible thinking beyond the meaning-
ful context of a one-day event.  

The different functions and roles required during 
problem solving, symbolized by hats, needed to be situ-
ated in order to be meaningful for specific individuals 
and conditions. Reflecting on the project, we point out 
the need for developing symbolism for the multidimen-
sional spectrum of thought related specifically to in-
structional design. Preservice teachers participating in 
the Journey on a Unicorn’s Back project, demonstrated 
clear understanding of the six types of thinking and 
were able to plan activities for preschool children that 
enhance each type separately. However, if instructors 
adopted a decentralized approach, thereby making their 
own thinking transparent during collaborative problem 
solving in monitoring the project, the project’s benefits 
for preservice as well as in service teachers perhaps 
could have been long-term. A more detailed framework 
to guide creative problem solving through flexible 
thinking for designing educational contexts, which 
would at the same time be easily adapted to different 
situations is important for training future teachers.    

We questioned learning in formal educational envi-
ronments in their aspects of striving towards accounta-
bility and standardization in ways that minimize, if not 
outright exclude, imagination and situated learning. 
Even though it was an exciting journey for everyone 
involved, several questions emerged while travelling on 
a Unicorn’s back: How can we develop situated learn-
ing contexts that place imagination at the core of efforts 
to enhance creative problem solving in the classroom 
and in the community at large? How well can we apply 
a unitary model of imagination in diverse sociocultural 
contexts around the world? There are no easy answers 
for such questions. What we, as researchers and educa-
tors, can do is to continue raising these issues and col-
laborate to decentralize educational experiences and 
illustrate the value of imagination in different contexts. 
Educators can release learners for the kind of seeing 
that enables them to perceive and pay heed to qualities 
and appearances ordinarily obscured by the convention-
al and routine, when they themselves are able to recover 
“the imaginative mode of awareness that makes paint-

ing available, and poetry, and sculpture, and theatre, 
and film” (Greene, 1978, p. 186). Educational experi-
ences, which provoke interest and push individuals to 
reach beyond themselves, empower them with the free-
dom of viewing things from alternative perspectives and 
eventually pursuing their own possibilities. 
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