When Will We Stop Calling It

 “Howard Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences”?

Presented at the MI in Global Perspectives session 

at AERA annual conference 4-8-06

C. Branton Shearer


Since multiple intelligences theory was first described in 1983 by Howard Gardner, in his groundbreaking book, Frames of Mind, the idea that there are seven or eight distinct forms of intelligence, it is nearly always referred to as “Howard Gardner’s theory.” As if it is his own personal, private idea about what it means to be an intelligent person. This, despite the fact, that it remains one of the worlds most widely recognized and lauded psychological ideas of recent times* (TES, 2006). Some of  multiple intelligences (or simply MI) theory’s most strident critics claim that it isn’t “empirically based” and others call it a mere “literary theory” rather than a scientific formulation. These criticisms reinforce the idea that MI is simply a figment of Howard Gardner’s own imagination and his pet notion of what best constitutes human intelligence. 


I imagine this is to be expected for an idea that is only 23 years old. It is still in its infancy as a scientific proposition that challenges traditional assumptions and long held conventional wisdom. We don’t hear people say, “Alfred Binet’s theory of unitary intelligence” or “Charles Spearman’s theory of general intelligence” as they might have  done in the 1920s and 1930s.  It appears that these “theories of mind” have outgrown their originators with a sufficient body of scientific research to allow them to stand on their own without leaning on the support of their distinguished pedigree for acceptance. 


 Robert Sternberg’s name is likewise nearly always paired with his Triarchic theory that posits that there are three distinct forms of intelligence (creative, practical and analytical). Daniel Goleman and others have also shaken up the psychological map of intelligence by introducing the idea of “emotional intelligence” into the mix along side of IQ as a parallel set of skills of equal importance. 

Thus, intelligence theorists debate the meaning of this powerful word that has great implications for educators and curriculum architects not to mention students. 


The question that consumers of research have is, “Who can we trust? Is coffee good for you or not? Which weight loss program really works? What constitutes a high quality school curriculum? Is my child a genius or an idiot?” The latest research news is broadcasted from the lab to the front page with nano-speed. 

Gardner has from the beginning argued that MI is indeed based on a great deal of empirical research evidence and his counter arguments to critics have always gone unanswered. I suspect that this is because the real argument isn’t with the data or lack thereof, but with his essential definition underpinning the eight intelligences. In fact, you would have to have your theoretical blinders wrapped tightly around your eyes to miss all of the evidence in everyday life that people display qualitatively different sets of abilities as they solve problems, create products and provide services of great value to their communities. 


Therein lies the rub. There is no shortage of evidence that all of the eight intelligences “exist” (there are masterful prehistoric cave paintings as evidence of high visual-spatial intelligence as well as space shuttles exploring the solar system). But, who do we trust enough to accept that these eight (more or less) sets of skills actually represent that most highly valued of all psychological ideas: “intelligence”? For over 100 years we have trusted that our psychologists got it right when they defined intelligence solely in terms of “academic convergent, problem solving skills.” How could they have been so wrong? We trusted them! 

This is the essence of Howard Gardner’s idea that has been rocking the educational world for 23 years. Other people have researched and advocated that intelligence is more than an IQ score, but none have articulated his particular vision for a profoundly new definition. Gardner’s definition that intelligence “…is the ability or set of abilities that allows a person to solve a problem or a create product that is of value in one or more cultures” (1983) uproots the preeminence of the idea of a unitary intelligence defined solely in terms of academic skills and convergent problem solving. 

Listen carefully for the important nuances in this definition. Intelligence goes beyond rapid, logical problem solving to include the act of creating valuable products and providing vital services that are valued in a community. This is very different, liberating and affirming for a great many people. It is likewise equally disturbing and makes many other people nervous and even angry. It appears safer for some people to accept the idea of ‘emotional intelligence’ along with IQ, but it is very threatening to even utter the words multiple intelligences.

I wonder if their fear would be lessened if they were aware that several large-scale and multi-national studies support an integrated model of multiple intelligences that merges it with Triarchic, emotional and unitary theories (www.MIResearch.org/research.php)?   


Meanwhile, millions of teachers around the world have trusted the name of a Harvard psychologist to give voice to their own intuitions about the unique intellectual profiles displayed by myriads of students in an endless variety of schools and classrooms. I am often dismayed when I hear very knowledgeable people say “Oh, yes, I believe / don’t believe in MI theory” as if MI is more of belief system rather than an idea that is scientifically verifiable.  Are there experimental tasks that will conclusively prove or disprove the validity of this definition?


Will definitive proof come from the neuroscience lab of tomorrow that will speak convincingly to both the academic / scientific community as well as to the teachers in the test stressed classrooms? Perhaps, but every neuroscientist interprets the data and speaks from within his/her own explicit or implicit theory of intelligence. Would the interpretation of the data change when viewed by an IQ-based researcher or an MI-inspired practitioner? If the practice of teaching is both art as well as science then does this drastically alter the types of evidence that “good science” must deem permissible?  Can the neuroscientist interpret the data adequately both within his scientific field as well as for artists and humanists?  


The marvelous contribution of Howard Gardner is that he has articulated a definition of intelligence that speaks both with and for all of humanity; beyond the boundaries of academic disciplines, national borders and class distinctions. Like a good leader Gardner has created a new definition and a set of standards that are beyond our current frameworks, even after over 20 years. As they say, it will take a global village to raise this theoretical child to maturity so it may walk independently enough to speak for itself to educators, architects, mechanics, social workers, astronomers, students, parents and school designers of the future. 

When we can all hear it in our own vernacular then we will be confident enough to claim it as our own and call it simply “our multiple intelligences.”

*London Times Educational Supplement, review of Education of the Mind, H. Gardner, April 6, 2006 
