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One of the unanticipated consequences of any theory is the ways in which it can be abused. There are several batteries of short tests that claim to measure the intelligences, but these tend to be strongly linguistic and often confound an interest in an intelligence with a demonstrated skill in that intelligence. These tests simply multiply by seven or eight the sins of original intelligence tests (or the original sin of intelligence testing). 

Howard Gardner, p. 138. Intelligence Reframed. 

Ever since multiple intelligences theory was articulated in by Howard Gardner in his landmark book, Frames of Mind (1983, 1993) educators, researchers and psychologists have searched for a practical, reliable and valid assessment to assist with instruction, counseling and research. This search has been thwarted by the complex nature of the intelligences and their context dependent characteristics. Gardner's frequent warnings about the dangers of MI testing have raised the bar for test developers and educators need to proceed with caution. It is important to avoid causing harm with their use of multiple intelligences (MI) tests and thus undermine the potential benefits from MI theory. 

The purpose of this paper is three-fold. First, I will explain several important problems and limitations associated with conducting multiple intelligences assessments. Second, I will describe the rationale behind the construction and “process approach” of the MI assessment (MIDAS) that I created and have created and researched and since 1987. Third, I will describe a framework for understanding the variety of MI-type assessments that are now available to the best of my knowledge. The strengths and limitations of each form of assessment will be briefly critiqued. Last, I will provide guidelines for helping serious minded educators and researchers in the wise choice of an MI assessment best suited for their purposes. 

The Problems of Conducting MI Assessments


In various writings Howard Gardner has cited a handful of reasons why it can be perilous to conduct an MI assessment (1983; 1999).  These can be summarized in four ways:

1- not intelligence-fair—biased towards Linguistic abilities 

2- confound interest with demonstrated skill

3- promote labeling of the individual by self and others 

4- encourages simplistic / superficial understanding of an individual’s abilities 

5- facilitates stereotyping of groups of individuals. 


I would add to this list several additional “pitfalls” that I have found to be associated with brief MI checklists:

1- creates a superficial and distorted understanding of MI

2- demeans and undermines acceptance of MI theory 

3- confuses learning styles and personality with intellectual ability

4- promotes a “quick fix”, short-term approach to instruction, curriculum and school renewal

5- encourages a “mindless” and non-serious approach toward MI assessment

6- discourages thoughtful investment in self-understanding to be followed with the practical application of the results to important educational, vocational and personal decisions

7- reinforces the assumption that IQ related skills are the only “real” intelligence


These negative consequences associated with brief and unvalidated MI assessments are more subtle and insidious than the casual observer might appreciate. Guidelines provided by the APA and AERA (1999) regarding standards for test construction and administration are not merely “quaint suggestions,” but rather serious rules to prevent the harmful consequences associated with the use and misuse of poorly constructed educational and psychological instruments. Of course, when there is desire to implement the promise of MI to help children then teachers and others will reach for whatever is available and make the best of it with good intentions. Unfortunately, the clumsy use of ill-designed tools can undermine even the best of intentions with undesirable consequences.    

Multiple Intelligences Developmental Assessment Scales

(MIDAS)


The MIDAS is a self-report survey for the multiple intelligences that has been carefully created to produce a quantitative and qualitative profile of an individual’s “intellectual disposition” that may be verified to ensure validity and reliability. The MIDAS is designed to correct several major flaws and problems associated with the common use of brief MI checklists. 

First, The MIDAS for adults and teenagers employs 119 questions to inquire about an extensive list of skills, involvements and enthusiasms. The MIDAS-KIDS uses 93 items for children (9 – 14 years) and 70 items for young children (4 – 8 years). These questions have gone through a rigorous process of refinement and selection (Shearer, 1994) including qualitative review by subject area experts (including Howard Gardner) and many statistical tests involved a wide variety of people around the world. In short, The MIDAS is a “research-based instrument” that has a proven track record for meeting accepted standards of educational and psychological tests. 

The MIDAS is designed to be a “thoughtful and systematic” survey of the person’s skills and activities. It was developed as an interview or dialogue rather than as an impersonal set of general statements. When answering the 119 questions the respondent selects from six descriptive statements rather than merely selecting a yes/no or an ill-defined number response as is common with most MI checklists. Response choices are identified by a letter rather than by a number. Each set of responses are uniquely written to match the content of the question. This design encourages the respondent to think carefully about responding to the content of the question rather than thoughtlessly responding yes or no or haphazardly selecting a number. There is also an “I don’t know or Does not apply” choice for every question so the respondent is not forced to answer inappropriately beyond his/her level of knowledge. 

Complexity vs. Simplistic


Another difference between The MIDAS and simplistic checklists is that checklists are scored on the assumed “face validity” of the content of each question. The wording of MIDAS questions and the composition of the scales have been crafted from empirical evidence gathered from large numbers of respondents. The result is that some items score not only on their designated scale, but may also score on a related intelligence area. For example, a question about parallel parking a car is a complex cognitive activity that requires Visual-spatial and Intrapersonal skills and is thus scored on both scales. Likewise, the Naturalist scale score is calculated from the 13 items designated as Naturalist, but also two items from the Logical-mathematical and one item from the Visual-spatial scale. This complex scoring system derived from multiple factor analytic studies of tens of thousands of profiles acknowledges the complexity of everyday life. This assessment design matches with Howard Gardner's view that most ‘real world” activities require more than one intelligence for successful performance. Simplistic checklists are unable to account for or communicate this level of complexity that is fundamental to an accurate understanding of MI theory. 


The complexity of a person’s MI abilities can be described by a MIDAS profile because there are 25+ subscales within the eight main scales. These subscales were carefully crafted over a period of several years and multiple research investigations through a rationale and empirical process involving domain area experts and psychometric analysis of item statistics. These subscales make it possible to describe specific areas of skill and limitation beyond the broad general categories (e.g., within the Musical category there are Instrumental, Vocal and Appreciation skills described). The careful analysis of these subscale patterns helps to avoid simplistic, stereotypical and labeling of both individuals and groups of people. 

Quantitative and Qualitative Information

A person’s answers to the MIDAS questionnaire are scored by a computerized program (on a 5-point scale) so that a three-page qualitative and quantitative profile report is generated. The first two pages of the Profile present the main and specific scales in graphic and verbal form describing where the person rated him/herself (or how a parent describes a child). There are no numerical scores on either of these first two pages. The report is designed to promote a “description understanding” of the pattern of the person’s MI abilities rather than the simple labeling of the person. Page three lists the scores for all the scales. In many settings, especially with students, the page of scores is not given to the students so as to avoid an unnecessary focus on the “scores” rather than on the rich description of one’s pattern of MI abilities. In other instances, the scores are useful for career and academic planning. A trained teacher or counselor is better prepared to make good use of the numerical scores than are many students who are unaccustomed to the MIDAS process. 

A Dialogue of Discovery

A unique feature of the MIDAS process is that the qualitative profile (pages one and two) is presented to the respondent as the "first step" to greater self-understanding rather than the final "truth" as is assumed to be true for most “tests.” The respondent is encouraged to critically review and evaluate the validity of the profile in a process of guided self-reflection, dialogue and discussion.  This process of verification (termed “a dialogue of discovery”) provides the opportunity to really understand the multiple intelligences as well as to critically analyze the accuracy of the MIDAS profile. 

Because checklists are prone to being responded to “thoughtlessly” and there is no opportunity to verify the score-- students, teachers and parents may all uncritically accept the validity of the results (or not). The result is that they will then just as easily disregard the profile as something that is of little apparent worth since they have invested so little effort into it. The ephemeral nature of the checklist lends itself to reinforcing one’s preconceived bias and a lack of critical thinking that is necessary to evoke significant positive change. Likewise, simplistic results encourage students (and teachers and parents) to label themselves in broad categories (e.g., “I’m math stupid!”) rather then promoting a careful consideration of one’s specific skills (“I have a hard time adding and subtracting fractions, but my everyday problem solving skills are excellent”).  

Beyond Simplistic Labels

Many educators choose to give their students an MI checklist as a way to introduce the concept of multiple intelligences. This may be a good beginning because it actively engages the children in an interesting activity, but truly understanding MI requires that students go beyond the eight labels (Linguistic, Musical, Spatial, etc.) and to appreciate specific skills associated within each intelligence. Most people begin their awareness of MI by memorizing the eight names of the intelligences, but this should only be the beginning that is followed up with understanding that each intelligence manifests itself in the world in sets of specific skills and activities. A checklist promotes an overly simplified view of the multiple intelligences. The MIDAS Profile goes deeper into each intelligence by providing 20+ descriptive subscales.  For example, a respondent with very well developed artistic skill, but low spatial orientation ability might score moderately on his/her checklist and be confused about his/her Visual-spatial intelligence. A careful review of the MIDAS subscales would reveal Artistic Design strength that would otherwise be overlooked or minimized in the person's interpretation of the checklist score that does not provide such a detailed report. Such misunderstandings can have a powerful effect on the person's self-concept.

The MIDAS process approach to profile "verification" puts equal (or more) emphasis on the importance of understanding the subscales so that a person's true abilities are not overlooked or real limitations neglected. All self-report assessments are prone to bias (actually, assessments of all types each have their own unique bias) because the respondent’s answers and interpretation of the resulting profile are filtered through his/her "self-concept." The MIDAS process of interpretation is called a "dialogue of discovery" where the respondent is guided to evaluate his/her profile through critical self-reflection, peer discussion and feedback from important people in his/her life (teachers, parents, counselors, etc.). 

An important finding from numerous MIDAS pilot projects is that this "process approach" to interpretation provides an effective method for correcting distorted self-concepts. This dialogue of discovery enhances self-understanding (Intrapersonal intelligence) and promotes understanding and acceptance of others' intellectual differences (Interpersonal intelligence). This careful and thoughtful process is intended to prevent the tendency of checklists to reinforce distorted self-concepts or stereotypical perceptions of others through the uncritical acceptance of a simplified MI profile. 

Is It Really Intelligence?

A subtle yet powerful consequence of giving a "quickie" MI checklist is that the results are typically interpreted as merely describing “learning styles” and not real intelligence as is associated with IQ-based tests. This message is communicated quite clearly to students and their parents as well as ancillary personnel such as counselors, psychologists and administrators. The unspoken message is that a student's MI profile is only of passing interest and not to be taken seriously because the important tests (math, spelling, reading, Stanford Achievement, SAT, ACT, etc.) that count the most in academic decision-making measure the "real intelligence" in the IQ areas of linguistic and logical-mathematical abilities. Creative thinking and skills in the non-academic intelligences are thus overlooked, devalued and neglected. Obviously, they must not be important to a child's self-concept or future success if a teacher gives them so little time or respect during the assessment process. 

Another little recognized negative consequence resulting from brief MI checklists is that they diminish the perceived value of multiple intelligences theory in the eyes of teachers, administrators and parents. A checklist photo-copied from a book or magazine leaves the impression that MI theory is just ‘another fad’ on the education landscape since there is not a standardized, validated test to lend it “scientific credibility.”  If MI is introduced to teachers or administrators via a quickie checklist then the chances are minimized that they will invest more than passing interest in learning how to employ it actively in their classrooms. In other words, MI checklists fulfill the skeptic’s prophecy that MI will soon pass from the educational scene and thus save them the trouble of adapting their instructional practices (“Chalk and talk lives!”) or reforming the curriculum or even respecting the child's "intelligence" in the non-academic areas. 

The MIDAS assessment and interpretative system provides extensive research and statistical support so that a “reasonable estimate” of a student’s intellectual disposition may be obtained in a valid and reliable manner. The MIDAS questionnaire assesses a person's "intellectual disposition" with a composition of questions that emphasize demonstrated skills/abilities, levels of participation and (to a lesser degree) expressed enthusiasm for particular activities. 

The MIDAS "process approach" toward assessment can involve a significant investment in time, resources and attention by school personnel. The message to everyone involved is that this information is of equal importance to the standard traditional tests that carry so much weight throughout a students' academic career (and future considerations). Detailed interpretative information provided with The MIDAS profile guides students, parents and school personnel to use the Profile as a valuable “road map” for educational decision-making and creative, student-centered planning. 

MI Checklists

The most popular and easily used form of MI assessment is the brief checklist that is included in many MI books and scored automatically on MI-related web sites. The typical MI checklist consists of a group of statements that the respondent checks off as either pertaining to him / her or not. Responses are then tallied for each category to determine in which intelligence the person is strongest or weakest. The result is usually reported in terms of a single MI strength “I’m Linguistic smart, but a Musical zero!”) . The checklist is popular particularly among classroom teachers (but also researchers) because it fulfills three perceived requirements: quick, easy and cheap. Classrooms are busy places with many different agendas so it is not surprising that a teacher who wishes to incorporate MI ideas into the curriculum would reach for the most convenient form of assessment that is available. In fact, because of the popularity of including an MI checklist in books intended to encourage teachers to incorporate MI strategies in their teaching, most teachers are unaware that there are alternatives to the superficial checklist. 


There are also checklists for use by teachers to complete about children as they observe them throughout the course of a school day. These may be useful for specific purposes, but they also have important limitations that can result in a distorted view of the child. Most importantly, a teacher can only rate what s/her observes the child actually doing in the limited context of the classroom and school setting. The teacher may know nothing about the child’s behavior and activities outside of school. This may be fine for assessing only school-related skills, but the multiple intelligences also involve “real life” problem solving and creative thinking that occurs at home and in the community. Using a checklist to assess a full range of MI abilities requires special classroom materials and arrangements (see Spectrum assessment described below).

A Checklist of Perils


A common danger associated with the brief and simple checklist use is that it promotes the illusion that there are “quick and easy” solutions to the complex challenges that teachers deal with everyday in the classroom. If a teacher thinks that a student is Musically intelligent (as reported by the checklist) but he refuses to sign up for chorus; won’t join the band and avoids any classroom activity involving music, then the teacher will be inclined to dismiss MI as just “another fad” promoted by Ivory Tower educational psychologists. Even MI does not promise “miracle cures” for whatever ails the learning process. Instead, the identification of specific MI strengths points the way to paths where the chances for success and motivation will be maximized. The student (and teacher) still has to “walk the talk” and not just “talk the talk.” 

Another serious problem with MI checklists is that they have not been proven to have more than “face validity.” Anyone with a pencil, a pad of paper and a spare hour or two can easily generate a list of behaviors that appear to be representative of the multiple intelligences. Most checklists use only five or six questions per scale to “measure” each intelligence. As far as I know little effort has been made to examine the validity and reliability of the questions used on most MI checklists. Consequently, how do we know for sure that Musical intelligence is being assessed when a student checks off that he “enjoys going to music class”? It is just as possible that he enjoys standing up next to his best friend after a long morning of sitting in a cramped little desk. This response may, in fact, say more about his need for exercising his Kinesthetic intelligence than his Musical abilities or interests. Without sufficient psychometric studies we just can’t be sure.

The basic flaw of checklists is that they do not produce results that are trustworthy or believable. Recent research found that the intuitive “face value” method of scoring a brief MI survey produced significantly different results from the validated and statistically derived scoring method (Shearer, 2004). Also, it is hard to determine if an MI checklist is measuring interests, behavior, skills, personality, attitudes or learning styles. Because the word ‘intelligence’ is included in their title it is implied that a child’s innate intellectual capacity is being validly measured. This might be a serious misunderstanding of the truth that has consequences for the child as well as teachers and possibly parents.  

A Checklist vs. A Validated Survey

It is important that the design of an assessment meet the specifications necessary for the purposes it will serve. Before designing a bridge the engineer needs to know if will carry only foot traffic, a few cars or trains. Multiple intelligences is a powerful theory with both immediate, personal and long-term social consequences. Assessments can determine who will attend college; how a school’s curriculum will be redesigned or what a nation’s educational priorities will be for the next 10 years. Gardner reserves his harshest criticism of MI assessments for the “quick and easy’ checklist because they promote the tendency to label, over simplify and stereotype children and their intellectual potential. However, he notes that there is value in allowing a student the opportunity to reflect on his /her abilities as part of the assessment process. For this reflection process to be successful it requires time and guidance by the teacher or someone who knows the child well.  

Self-report surveys are better than checklists because of the depth of detailed information that they can provide and the rigor with which they are created. Because the results of a surveys will be taken seriously and applied to policy and decision-making it is necessary that considerable effort be invested in their creation and completion. It is standard practice for surveys to be custom designed for a specific purpose so that the best quality of information may be gathered. Surveys have a long history of being both efficient and effective methods of gathering accurate data that pertains directly to a particular policy question or concern. 

The US census is a powerful example of how the responses to a questionnaire can be used by a nation’s leaders to set priorities and govern. Likewise, respondents to a well-designed MI survey can assume personal leadership for his/her education, learning and career planning. There is a short version of the census survey that gathers large-scale data efficiently and long-form questionnaires that provide in-depth and detailed information that can correct or enhance the understanding obtained from the more limited short version. The MIDAS questionnaire was designed with similar flexibility to overcome the limitations associated with MI checklists. 

Of course, there are circumstances where a direct measure of a person’s abilities is desirable and this calls for the use of a scientifically designed form of ability test. 

MI Tests

A test is a standardized and rigorous method for evaluating a person’s level of skill or knowledge in comparison to a predetermined set of criteria or ‘standards.’ Tests usually focus on a very specific sets of variables (behaviors, responses) that can be measured and performed away from the usual context. For example, a math test is typically a sample of questions on paper that may bear indirect resemblance to the daily work of an engineer, accountant or bank teller. Tests used to inform instruction or other important interventions must meet psychometric criteria to ensure their reliability and validity. If a test score is to be useful then it must be proven to be trustworthy and believable. For example, the results of a math test should correspond with the person’s skill in calculating the price of several items s/he is purchasing in a store.

At this time I am not aware of any formalized ‘battery of tests’ for the multiple intelligences, but they may exist. Alternatively, disciplines associated with aspect of each of the intelligences have an array of ‘tests.’ For example, for the Kinesthetic intelligence there are athletic tests of speed, agility, jumping, manual dexterity and flexibility. Each test measures a specific skill associated with Kinesthetic ability. Schools wishing to “test” the students’ MI abilities may enlist the “expert” assessment services of teachers in specific disciplines related to the intelligences:


    Subject                 Intelligence

- Language Arts = 
Linguistic


- Mathematics = 
Math-logical


- Art / shop = 

Spatial


- Physical Ed. = 
Kinesthetic


- Music
=
Musical


- School  counselor = Interpersonal / Intrapersonal


- Science = 

Naturalist 

Tests are good for accurately and reliably describing a person’s performance level on a discrete skill (e.g., runs the 100 yard dash in 3.8 seconds: types 90 words per minute with 6 errors; answers 8 out of 10 addition problems correctly). Tests are good for assessing convergent problem-solving where there is a known right answer or well-specified range of performance levels. Tests are also good because they measure observable behaviors and thus provide for “objective” measurement. However, there are three limitations for tests. First, they are unable to measure divergent, creative or contextual performance or thinking. Second, tests by design are “decontextualized” samples of behavior and thus the results may or may not easily generalize to real world, everyday performance. Third, tests are time consuming to administer and they measure small, discrete units of behavior thus making their application daily life problematic. 


A few examples include:


- Musical Aptitude Test


- Perdue Pegboard test of manual dexterity


- Social Insight Test


- WISC Vocabulary subtest

MI Performance Appraisals
A portfolio is a collection of work samples that are gathered together for evaluation by an outside “expert.” Rating scales are often used by a trained person (e.g., teacher, coach, supervisor) to describe or measure performance within a specific context (during a sporting event, on the job, during a dance performance or debate, creative writing evaluation, etc.). Sometimes the performances are highly structured or more open-ended.  


A well-known example from is the Spectrum (Chen, et al, 1998) where young children are observed over a period of time interacting with a carefully designed set of materials that correlate with each of the multiple intelligences. A trained evaluator completes a set of rating scales describing various aspects of the quality of the child’s performance (interest, skill, outcome) so that a composite report is produced at the end of a long period of time.


The MI portfolio system created by (Stefanakis, 2002) provides a system for collecting a child’s work efforts a systematic way. In the case of the “process-folio” the teacher can provide feedback at each step of the way and the child reflects on each piece in the collection. In this way the portfolio can be more of a “formative” assessment rather than evaluative. Products in the portfolio may be assessed against an external standard (i.e., math skill expected of 3rd graders) or individually and compared against the child’s own previous performance. In this way progress may be clearly described.  


A unique portfolio-type approach is the Work Sampling System (Meisels, 1994) that combines portfolio-type samples with performance ratings and test results as a comprehensive assessment in many different domains.

Portfolio systems are difficult to implement because they are time and personnel intensive. In order for the performance appraisal to produce valid and useful information they require a significant investment of training, time and materials. A challenge for the performance appraisal is that the “expert” needs extensive training in the correct use of the rating system. A notorious misuse of this method is the yearly job performance appraisal that is provided in many work settings. The one page evaluation scale typically used includes general questions with vaguely worded response choices (performance meets / exceeds expectations). Due to the lack of objective behavioral criteria such appraisals are to prone to bias, mere opinion and misuse.  

What Kind of MI Assessment is Appropriate for You?

To summarize, there are four general types of multiple intelligences assessments: tests, performance appraisals, checklists and self-report surveys.  Each type of multiple intelligences assessment has its advantages and disadvantages for answering important questions in specific situations. In order to choose the best assessment for your purposes several essential questions need to be first given serious consideration, such as: 

Why are you giving this assessment? What is the “referral question”?
How shall the results be used and by whom? What are the consequences?

How much time and energy can be invested in administration and interpretation?

How much expertise is required by the administrator?  

How important is it that the results have established validity and reliability?

What are the long-term implications?   


The next important question that needs to be answered before choosing an MI assessment to answer a referral question is, “What exactly is it that you wish to measure or describe?”  The terms and definitions used by many different kinds of assessments can be confusing so a brief set of definitions is necessary to make an informed decision. 


- intelligence: a set of skills or abilities to solve a problem or create a product


- learning style: an enduring pattern of preferences, attitudes or personality characteristics through which a person learns more easily or quickly


- thinking style: a dominant or preferred cognitive pattern for processing information


- interests: enjoying, liking or choosing certain activities, thoughts or materials


- personality style: an enduring pattern of attitudes, characteristics, thoughts, feelings or behaviors evident in everyday life


Of course, this very brief glossary is limited in its scope and cannot account for some of the subtle differences in closely related concepts such as intelligence and aptitude; learning and cognitive style; and personality and character. These slight differences may not be crucial to your decision, but it is good to clarify basic differences in vocabulary so as to know exactly what it is you wish to measure, describe or otherwise assess. 

What Will Serve Your Needs, Time Limits and Budget?


If MI tests, performance appraisals and portfolios are comparable to detailed and highly crafted oil portraits then the MI checklist is the equivalent of the “coloring book” or “cartoon.” You might it difficult to find an artist capable of producing the kind of assessment necessary for your purposes within your price range and time limits. If your situation only allows for a coloring book MI profile and you are not overly concerned with validity then a checklist may be your only choice. It must be kept in mind that there are possible negative consequences associated with “quickie” abilities assessment.  

If you wish to provide deeper, lasting and more meaningful guidance and understanding of students then a performance evaluation or The MIDAS survey will be a more appropriate choice. The MIDAS process might be compared to a “color home video” where the respondent tells you about his/her life both inside and outside of school—and from within his own real life experience. You can choose the level of detail and validity that is required to meet your needs. It is easy to zoom in for close up views of specific strengths or limitations or select a more wide-angle perspective. You can then show this video back to the respondent for further reflection and verification. If high definition validity is required then a 360 degree evaluation with additional respondents familiar with the person’s daily life may easily complete the MIDAS survey for comparative purposes. The validity of any assessment will be increased when reality is observed from several different angles so that “truth” may be revealed in the process. 

MI Thinking Styles Survey: A Brief Alternative

If your situation precludes you from devoting sufficient the time to administer, computer score and adequately interpret The MIDAS profile then the recently developed MI Thinking Styles Survey might be an acceptable alternative for your use. This brief inventory provides a general understanding of the student's areas of interest and involvements. A brief MI Profile of interests and dominant thinking style is preferable to a quick abilities assessment if you are careful to emphasize that the profile depicts strengths of self-reported interests and not abilities. 

The MI Thinking Styles Survey is modeled after The MIDAS and consists of 36 questions pertaining to interest activities associated with each of the multiple intelligences. Questions are also included that inquire about the proposed ninth intelligence, Existential. 
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