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Personality

■ Revered around the world as one of the most influential minds in education, 
psychology, and cognitive science, Harvard professor Howard Gardner is known 
best for his Theory of Multiple Intelligences. First featured in his groundbreaking 
book, “Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences,” his new theory 
critiqued the long-held belief that only one type of intelligence exists — and can be 
adequately measured using only one type of standardized assessment. Instead, he 
posited, there are several distinct types of intelligence, including musical, kinesthet-
ic (body), logical/mathematical, spatial, linguistic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
— making conventional numbers difficult to determine with just one kind of test. 
Over the last two decades, he has pursued greater understanding of how to trans-
form educational instructions and assessments that will better meet the needs of 
students who excel in more than one type of intelligence. This work is exemplified 
in his ongoing research initiative entitled “Good Project” where he examines what 
good work looks like in relation to collaboration, citizenship, digital life, and more. 

A Q&A WITH DR. HOWARD GARDNER
by Sarah Weiss
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multipleintelligences
and their good use

Brain World: How can educators use emerging 
research in cognitive science to do good work in 
education?
Howard Gardner: I have two messages which 
seem almost opposite from one another. One 
message is that every teacher should keep tabs 
on what’s being discovered about the mind and 
the brain, but they shouldn’t drop everything 
just because of some new published study in 
neuroscience or cognitive science since not ev-
eryone’s learning style is the same. 

The one exception would be if you were 
working with kids who have special needs. Then 
it is essential to understand and monitor the 
evolving science. All good professionals will ask, 
“How can this discovery about dyslexia (or au-
tism, or mental illness) help identify problems 
early and fix them as best we can?” Long before 
we can do psychological tests, we find that a 
6-month-old can’t make phonological discrimi-
nations because his or her brain doesn’t register 
the different sounds of letters. You would be 
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tying your hands behind your back 
if you say you are going to wait 
until the child is 3 or 4 to begin 
an intervention. Monitor science 
but, unless you are working day to 
day with a special population, you 
ought to think twice before chang-
ing what you do. 

BW: Is individualized education the 
way forward? 
HG: With respect to this issue, a 
superficial liberal and conservative 
divide exists. People who are edu-
cationally conservative think indi-
vidualized education is progressive 
nonsense until they discover their 
own child does not learn in the tra-
ditional way. Then they all become 
instant converters to a belief in 
individualized education.

The existence of digital media 
makes it ridiculous to say there 
is only one way to communicate 
anything. Today, anybody can have 
an individualized education when 
there are so many different apps 
and options to work from. 

BW: As learners, how can we use 
technology and not let technology 
use us?
HG: The answer is simple to state, 
though not always easy to realize. 
We need to decide what to teach 
and what we want our students to 
learn. Then, if technology exists or 
can be devised, it is appropriate to 
use that technology. 

Too many people let the ex-
istence of technology determine 
what to teach and how to teach it. 
In that case, technology is using us, 
and the ultimate lessons learned 
can be quite different from what 
we might have hoped for.

In our co-authored book “The 
App Generation,” Katie Davis and 
I contend that it is good to be app-
enabled — to use apps to allow 
us to do better or more efficiently 
what we would like to do: for ex-
ample, planning a diet or exercise 
routine. It is not good to become 
app-dependent — letting the ex-
isting apps determine our options 
and our next steps.

BW: Would we see academic im-
provement if we pay more attention 
to how stress impacts the brain and 
how it may impede learning?
HG: Anyone knows it’s not good to 
be too stressed. We can show that, 
due to stress, damaging hormones 
and releasing neurotransmitters 
can happen as early as infancy. If 
we can show how impaired brain 
activity impedes learning, it helps 
the argument for addressing the 
role of stress early in development. 
What people who aren’t in neu-
roscience don’t understand is that 
everything affects the brain. What 
we really want to know is what 
long-lasting, deleterious patterns 
are difficult to reverse in the brain.

BW: How might liberal arts colleges 
encourage different human intel-
ligences?
HG: Two ingredients are helpful: 
1) teachers’ awareness that students 
can learn important material in a 
variety of ways, and these should be 
drawn upon as appropriate to reach 
a range of students; 2) learners 
themselves should be metacogni-
tive. That is, they should be aware 
of how they learn best and seek 
environments (and teachers and 
curricula) that best address their 
strengths and help them to negoti-
ate their weaknesses.

BW: What do you think are good 
strategies to overcome cultural and 
other biases in education? 
HG: The best strategy is to provide 
firsthand experiences that challenge 
the biases. That is why travel and 
living in another country are almost 
always an antidote to xenopho-
bia. Within the same city or town, 
working together on projects with 
individuals of different backgrounds 
often dissolves stereotypes and re-
veals commonalities with someone 
who, on the surface, may have ap-
peared to be very different from us.

BW: What is the key element of the 
Good Project? What do you want 
people to realize through it?
HG: The Good Project is a set of 
activities — growing out of over 
20 years of research — that help 
people to be good persons, good 
workers, and good citizens. ‘Good-
ness’ is a compound of excellence, 
engagement, and ethics. And so the 
good worker or the good citizen is 
technically expert, adheres to ap-
propriate moral codes, and finds 
his or her activities to be more 
meaningful to the surrounding 
world. For more information, visit 
www.thegoodproject.org.

BW: What are you working on now?
HG: In the wake of the emerging 
technology and dramatically shift-
ing educational practices around 
the world, we are seeking to pre-
serve the heart of liberal arts and 
science education. Ultimately I 
hope this work will help educa-
tion in the liberal arts and sciences 
become available to an ever-broad-
ening group of students. 

Gardner cont’d “What people who aren’t in 
neuroscience don’t understand is that 

everything affects the brain.”
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BW: What is the role of storytelling 
in education?
HG: Storytelling is an effective 
means of communication in all 
spheres, from parenting, to advertis-
ing, to education, to politics. How-
ever, in education, not everything 
is effectively communicated with 
a story (sometimes a diagram, or a 
drama, or a drawing can be more ef-
fective); also, some seductive stories 
are misleading or false. Still, in the 
hands of a well-educated teacher, 
who knows what she wants to con-
vey, and is only inventive when that 
is appropriate, storytelling can be 
powerful and effective. 

BW: What about creativity? And 
imagination? How do they relate to 
each other and what is their role in 
people’s growth and development?
HG: For me, creativity is the ability 
to develop an idea, product, theory, 
or even question that is initially 
novel but eventually becomes ac-
cepted in one or more communi-
ties. Imagination is the human 
capacity to think about things that 
are not present in your environ-
ment — it ranges from creating 
a new poem to manipulating a 
geometric figure in your head. At a 
time when so many routine actions 
are easily carried out by computers 
or robots, the ability to imagine 
how things could be different, and 
then to create that novel entity, is 
crucial. Educational systems that 
catalyze imagination and creativity 
will be the winners.


