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Similarly, our imagination can suddenly bring up pictures, 
sounds, and smells in our minds. It can also remind us of 
things we’ve seen or heard before. We never know exactly 
what new ideas will pop up or how they’ll mix together.

THE IMAGINATION 
STATION

Where 
did that 
note come 
from? 

Imagination  
in the brain

When you imagine, different parts of 
your brain connect and communicate: 
the hippocampus, the amygdala, and 
most significantly, the cerebral cortex, 
especially the parts where we find 
inner thoughts and sensory perception. 
Areas used for order and planning take 
a backseat, as though your brain were 
telling you: “Who cares what others 
think? Invent, imagine, and dream!” 

Think of your brain as an orchestra. When one player starts improvising, 
the others join in with enthusiasm – each with their own instrument. 
While some play throughout, others join in only briefly or for certain 
sections only. You never know where new notes will come from, how  
the melody will change, where the rhythm will lead . . . And oddly 
enough, the players don’t know either! 

cerebral 
cortex

amygdala
hippocampus
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a VIVID imagination
Children love to play “pretend.” With a vivid 
imagination, you can turn your bed into a ship 
on stormy seas or a tablecloth into a shop or 
a prehistoric cave. This is a great way to exercise 
the brain. An inventive mind can adapt quickly and 
learn new things.  

Some people, like artists, keep their vivid 
imagination throughout their lives. The  
truth is, though, most grown-ups lose  
this superpower amid their daily tasks  
and responsibilities.   

Vivid thoughts  
often come to us when 

we are feverish. 
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Can imagination  
be trained? 

To improve your 
imagination, you 
should be open to  
new ideas. 

Just as every 
musician has their 
own approach to 
learning a new song, 
we all have different 
ways of developing 
the imagination. “I’m giving it my all! and I’m 

curious about the melody 
that will emerge.”

“I relax when I’m PLAYING, 
WANDERING AROUND in my 
thoughts.”

Allowing thoughts 
to run free is great 
for developing your 
imagination. 

“WOW, I’ve never 
played standing  
on my head.”   

When ideas get 
stuck, it often 
helps to try 
something unusual 
to shake things up.

“I need to study the notes 
properly first. Then I’ll feel 
more confident when I play.”

Synesthesia
What does the sound of footsteps 
taste like? How does the word  
“clever” smell? What is the sound  
of red? For someone with a rare  
ability called synesthesia, the 
imagination – amazingly – can  
blend color with sound, or words  
with smell.  

Innate 
ability 
Some people have more 
vivid imaginations than 
others – but we all excel 
in different ways.

Can imagination  
break down?  

Pseudologia 
phantastica
A person with pseudologia phantastica 
invents the craziest events and 
experiences. They fear that others would 
find them uninteresting, even boring, 
without their tall tales. The German 
soldier Baron Munchausen, who lived over 
200 years ago, is a famous example of 
this kind of fantastical lying. 

Intrusive 
thoughts
These mental intruders can 
be really annoying! They’re 
usually connected with our 
fears and anxieties. Mike here, 
for example, can’t walk over 
a bridge without imagining 
falling off!Patrick has always preferred provable 

facts. FOR HIM, THINKING UP NEW THINGS 
IS HARD WORK. 

Anastasia’s head has been filled  
with fresh ideas since she was little. 
For her, coming UP with new, unusual 

ideas is a piece of cake. 

Before thinking up 
something new, people 
often find it helpful to 
prepare – by searching 
for information on the 
topic, for instance.  
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IMAGINATION IN 
EVERYDAY LIFE 

How many ideas have you had 
today? If it was too many to 
count, no wonder. The human 
brain always works overtime, with 
ideas coming and going no matter 
what we happen to be doing. 

Everyone at this station is 
thinking about something. 

Can you guess what is going 
through whose head? 

Powerful thoughts
Your thoughts have a big influence on 
how you feel. If it’s the weekend and you 
wake up to learn that it’s raining, will 
you feel disappointed, imagining yourself 
bored at home rather than enjoying a 
day out? Will you be grumpy for a while, 
then glad that the plants outside are 
getting a good watering? Although we 
can’t entirely control which thoughts 
our brain will create, we can control 
our outlook, whether it’s positive or 
otherwise. In so doing, we may be able to 
affect our thoughts, improving our mood 

We’re always imagining things

Our imagination allows us to 
decide whether we should go 
for a swim in the lake or visit 
an amusement park.  

When we are afraid, our 
imagination is in full swing. If you 
could be as brave as a knight, 
that creepy, disgusting spider 
wouldn’t bother you in the least! 

When the fridge is empty, 
our thoughts allow us to 
plan and prepare Sunday 
lunch, a birthday cake, or 
refreshments for unexpected 
visitors. 

by concentrating on things that are beautiful, 
pleasant, or uplifting. Sometimes this is easy; 
sometimes it’s not.  
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A DEEPER 
understanding:

• AMYGDALA – A small but important part  
of the brain responsible for creating strong 
emotions (anger, rage, fear, etc.)  
and for storing memories associated with 
emotions.

• ASSOCIATION – A connection between two  
or more thoughts, feelings, or moods, based on 
a common element (i.e., a similarity).

• CORTEX – The uppermost part of the human 
brain. As the seat of consciousness, it’s very 
important.
 
• DORSOLATERAL PREFRONTAL CORTEX – This 
part of the brain helps us come up with ideas 
and also makes sure we stay true to ourselves.

• FREE ASSOCIATION METHOD – It involves 
letting your thoughts flow freely, with one idea 
leading to the next, so you can access memories 
and ideas that are usually hidden.

• HIPPOCAMPUS – One of the older parts of  
the brain, it helps with long-term memory and 
understanding where you are in space.

WANT to learn 
more?

• Your Fantastic Elastic Brain: 
A Growth Mindset Book for Kids to 
Stretch and Shape Their Brains by 
JoAnn Deak, PhD

• Big Brain Book: How It Works and All 
Its Quirks by Leanne Boucher Gill, PhD

• Neurology for Kids: A Fun Picture 
Book About the Nervous System for 
Children by Betty Nguyen and Brandon 
Pham 

• Hidden Brain podcast from NPR
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