
Imagination’s Role in STEM Practice and STEM Education: Categories and definitions
Across literature on STEM practice and STEM education, imagination is positioned in a range of ways. Most commonly, we found imagination 
positioned as a process, through which certain STEM outcomes might be achieved. Imagination wa sometimes framed as a trait or capability, or it 
was positioned within an argument for its value in STEM. Less frequently, imagination was positioned as an outcome of STEM endeavors, or 
positioned within a theoretical framework. Often, these different roles overlapped within the literature.

This resource was developed for the Unpacking the STEM Imagination convening hosted by the Museum of Science, Boston 
(September, 2021), and presents preliminary results from a comprehensive literature review. Contact Sarah May (smay@mos.org) 
with any inquiries. This material was developed by the Museum of Science, Boston, with support from the National Science 
Foundation under Award #DRL-1906899. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are 
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Foundation.

Process: A practice, a way of 

engaging, or step within a larger 

progression that, if engaged in 

properly, can support or lead to 

some other ultimate end-goal.

Trait or Capability: 

Personality trait, capacity, 

aspect of human 

development, or 

otherwise a characteristic 

of humans that varies 

over time, and from 

person-to-person.

Valuable: Arguing for 

imagination’s value, as 

either important in its 

own right (intrinsic 

value), or towards 

some other goal 

(instrumental value).

Outcome: A skill, 

ability, or practice 

that can be fostered 

and improved; the 

end goal of some 

intervention or 

experience.

Theoretical 

Framework: A 

concept of how 

imagination influences 

ways of engaging in 

the world.



Process: A practice, a way of engaging, or step within a larger progression that, if engaged in properly, can support or lead to some other goal.
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Outcome: A skill, ability, or practice that can be fostered and improved; the end goal of some intervention or experience.
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Theoretical Framework: A concept of how imagination influences ways of engaging in the world.
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Imagination’s Role in STEM Practice and STEM Education: Exemplary sources from the literature

The following table includes just a sample of the literature reviewed. Each resource positions imagination differently, helping to illustrate the range 
of ways imagination plays a role in relation to STEM education and STEM practice. While overlap exists, these resources were highlighted because 
they paint a clear picture of the role imagination plays within the work, closely aligning with the categories emergent from this review.

Each citation includes a link to the full-text (if available online) and/or a link to the stable online source.
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