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Reflections on
Multiple Intelligences
A1’ths and.iJiessages
BY 11OWRD GARI)NER

ilir. Gardner discusses seven intIis that have grown up abo
ut
multiple intelligences and attempts to set the record straight
b

presenting seven corn piementarv

SILENCE OF A DECADE’S LENGTH is sometimes a good idea.
I published Frames of Mind, an introduction to the theory of mul
tiple intelligences (MI theory) in l93.’ Because I was critical of cur
rent views of inteHigences within the discipline of psychology, I
pectecl to stir controversy among my fellow psydhologists. This
expectation was not disappointed.
I was unprepared for the large and mostly positive reaction to the theoiy among
educators. Naturally I was gratified by this response and was stimulated to Un
clertake some projects exploring the implications of MI theory. 1 also took
HOtIARD GARDNER is a professor of education and co-director of Pi-oject Zero at the
Hari’ard Graduate School ofEducation and an adjunct professor of neurology at the Boston
University School of Medicine. For their comments on an earlier c/raft of this article, lie
wishes to thank Melissa Brand, Patricia Bolanos, Thomas Hatch, Thomas Hoeri Mara
Krecheiskv, Mmdv Kornhabe,; Jerome Murphy, Bruce Toiff Julie V/ens, and Ellen Win
iier Preparation of tins article was supported by the MacArthur Foundation and the
Spencer Foundation. ©1 995, Howard Gardner.

iJt

•
,..

_J.:

-

pleasure from
and was occasionally
moved by
the many attempts to institute
an MI approach to education in schools
and classrooms. By and large, however, ex
cept for a few direct responses to criticisms,
2
I did not speak up about new thoughts con—
cernine the theory itself.
In 1993 my self-imposed silence was
broken in two ways. My publisher issued
a 10th—anniversary edition of Frames of
Mind, to which I contribLited a short, re
flective introductory essay. In tandem with
that release, the publisher issued Multiple
Intelligences: The Theory in Practice, a set
of articles chronicling sonic of the experi
ments undertaken in the wake of Ml theory
mostly projects pursued by colleagues
at Harvard Project Zero, but also other MI
3 This collection gave me the op
initiatives.
portunity to answer some other criticisms
leveled against MI theory and to respond
publicly to some of the most frequently
asked questions.
In the 12 years since Frames of Mind
was published, I have heard, read, and seen
several hundred different interpretations
of what Ml theory is and how it can be
applied in the schools.
4 Until now, I have
been content to let MI theory take on a
life of its own. As I saw it, Ihad issued an
“ensemble of ideas” (or “memes”) to the
outer world, and I was inclined to let those
“memes” fend for themselves.
5 Yet, in light
of my own reading and observations, I be
lieve that the time has come for me to is
sue a set of new “memes” of my own.
In the next part of this article, I will
discuss seven myths that have grown up
about multiple intelligences and, by putting
forth seven complementary “realities.” I
will attempt to set the record straight. Then,
in the third part of the article, reflecting
on my observations of MI experiments in
the schools, I will describe three primary
way’s in which education can be enhanced
by a multiple intelligences perspective.
In what follows, I make no attempt to
isolate MI theory from MI practice. “Mul
tiple intelligences” began as a theory but
was almost immediately put to practical
use. The commerce between theory and
practice has been ready, continuous, and,
for the most part, productive.
—

—

Myths of Multiple Intelligences
Myth I. Now that seven intelligences
have been identified, one can
and per
haps should
create seven tests and Se—
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cure seven scores.
Reality I. MI theory represents a cri
tique of “psychometrics-as-usual.” A bat
tery of MI tests is inconsistent with the
major tenets of the theory.
Comment. My’ concept of intelligences
is an outgrowth of accumulating knowl
edge about the human brain and about hu
man cultures, not the result of a priori defi

‘The commerce

between tfzeoiy an
practice has been
continuous ané
most(y proth’uctive.
nitions or of factor analyses of test scores.
As such, it becomes crucial that intelli
gences be assessed in ways that are “in
telligent—fair,” that is, in ways that exam
ine the intelligence directly rather than
through the lens of linguistic or logical in
telligence (as ordinary paper-and-pencil
tests do).
Thus, if one wants to look at spatial in
telligence, one should allow an individ
ual to explore a telTain for a while and see
whether she can find her way around it re
liably. Or if one wants to examine musi
cal intelligence, one should expose an in
dividual to a new melody in a reasonably
familiar idiom and see how readily’ the per
son can learn to sing it, recognize it, trans
form it, and the like.
Assessing multiple intelligences is not
a high priority’ in every setting. But when
it is necessary or advisable to assess an
individual’s intelligences, it is best to do
so in a comfortable setting with materials
(and cultural roles) that are familiar to that
individual. These conditions are at ‘ari
ance with our general conception of test
ing as a decontextualized exercise using
materials that are unfamiliar by design, but
there is no reason in principle why an “in
telligence-fair” set of measures cannot be
devised. The production of such useful tools

has been our goal in such projects as Spec—
truni, Arts PROPEL, and Practical Intel
ligence for School!
Mviii 2. An intelligence is the same as
a domain or a discipline.
Reality 2. An intelligence is a new kind
of construct, and it should not be confused
with a domain or a discipline.
Conunent. I must shoulder a fair part
of the blame for the propagation of the
second myth. In writing Fraine.v a/Maid,
I was not as careful as I should have been
in distinguishing intelligences from oth
er related concepts. As I have now conic
to understand, largely through my inter
actions with Mihaly’ Csikszentniihalyi and
David Feldman.
7 an intelligence is a bio
logical and psychological potential; that
potential is capable of being realized to a
greater or lesser extent as a consequence
of the experiential, cultural, and motiva
tional factors that affect a person.
In contrast, a domain is an organized
set of activities within a culture, one typ
ically’ characterized by a specific symbol
system and it.s attendant operations. Any
cultural activity in which individuals par
ticipate on more than a casual basis, and
in which degrees of expertise can be iden
tified and nurtured, should he considered
a domain. Thus, physics, chess, gardening,
and rap music are all domains in Western
culture. Any domain can be realized through
the use of several intelligences; thus the
domain of musical performance involves
bodily-kinesthetic and personal as well as
musical intelligences. By’ the same token,
aparticularintelligence, like spatial intel
ligence. can he put to work in a myriad of
domains, ranging from sculpture to sail
ing to neLiroanatomical investigations.
Finally, afield is the set of individuals
and institutions that judge the acceptabil
ity and creativity’ of products fashioned
by individuals (with their characteristic
intelligences) within established or new
domains. Judgments of quality’ cannot be
made apart from the operation of members
ol’ a field, though it is worth noting that
both the members of a field and the crite
ria that they’ employ can and do change
over time.
Myth 3. An intelligence is the same as
a “learning sty-Ic.” a “cognitive style,” or
a “working style.”
Reality 3. The concept of .vivle desig
nates a general approach that an individ—
ual can apply’ equally to every conceiv
able content. In contrast, an imuelligence

is a capacity, with its component process
es, that is geared to a specific content in
the world (such as musical sounds or spa
tial patterns).
Comment. To see the difference between
an intelligence and a style, consider this
contrast. If a person is said to have a ‘re
flective” or an “intuitive” style, this desig
nation assumes that the individual will be
reflective or intuitive with all manner of
content, ranging from language to music
to social analysis. However, such an as
sertion reflects an empirical assumption
that actually needs to be investigated. It
might vell be the case that an individual
is reflective with music but fails to be re
flective in a domain that requires mathe
matical thinking or that a person is high
ly intuitive in the social domain but not in
the least intuitive when it comes to math
ematics or mechanics.
In my view, the relation between my
concept of intelligence and the various con
ceptions of style needs to be worked out
empirically, on a style-by-style basis. We
cannot assume that “style” means the same
thing to Carl Jung. Jerome Kagan, Tony
Gregoric, Bernice McCarthy, and other in
ventors of stylistic terminology.
8 There is
little authority for assuming that an mdi
vidLial who evinces a style in one milieu
or with one content will necessarily do so
with other diverse contents
and even
less authority for equating styles with in
telligences.
Mw/i 4. MI theory is
not empirical. (A vari
ant of Myth 4 alleges
that Mi theory is em
pirical but has been
disproved.)
RealTh’ 4. Ml theo
ry is based wholly on
empirical evidence and
can be revised on the
basis of new empirical
findings.
Comment. Anyone
who puts forth Myth
4 cannot have read
Frames ofMind. Liter
ally hundreds of em
pirical studies were re
viewed in that book,
and the actual intelli
gences were identified
and delineated on the
basis of empirical find
ings. The seven intelli
—

•

•

gences described in Frames of Mind rep
resented my best-faith effort to identify
mental abilities of a scale that could be
readily discussed and critiqued.
No empirically based theory is ever es
tablished permanently. All claims are at
risk in the light of new findings, in the last
decade, I have collected and reflected on
empirical evidence that is relevant to the
claims of MI theory, 1983 version. Thus
work on the development in children of a
“theory of mind,” as well as the study of
pathologies in which an individual loses
a sense of social judgment, has provided
fresh evidence for the importance and in
dependence of interpersonal intelligence.
9
In contrast, the finding of a possible link
between musical and spatial thinking has
caused me to reflect on the possible rela
tions between faculties that had previously
been thought to be independent.’
0
Many other lines of evidence could be
mentioned here. The important point is
that MI theory is constantly being recon
ceptualized in terms of new findings from
the laboratory and from the field (see al
so Myth 7).
MythS. MI theory is incompatible with
g (general intelligence),” with hereditar
ian accounts, or with environmental ac
counts of the nature and causes of intelli
gence.
Reality 5. lvii theory questions not the
existence but the province and explana
tory power of g. By the same token, MI

0

theory is neutral on the question of heri
tability of specific intelligences, instead
underscoring the centrality of genetic/en
vironmental interactions.
Comment, Interest in g comes chiefly
from those who are probing scholastic in
telligence and those who traffic in the cor
relations between test scores. (Recently peo
ple have become interested in the possi
ble neurophysiological underpinnings of
2 and, sparked by the publication of The
g’
Be/I Cun’e,’
3 in the possible social conse
quences of “low g.”) While I have been
critical of much of the research in the g
tradition, I do not consider the study of g
to be scientifically improper. and I am
willing to accept the utility of g for cer
tain theoretical purposes. My interest, ob
viously, centers on those intelligences and
intellectual processes that are not covered
by g.’
4
While a major animating force in psy
chology has been the study of the heri
tability of intelligence(s), my inquiries have
not been oriented in this direction. I do
not doubt that human abilities
and hu
man differences
have a genetic base.
Can any serious scientist question this at
the end of the 20th century’? And I believe
that behavioral genetic studies, particularly
of twins reared apart, can illuminate cer
5 However, along with most
tain issues.’
biologically informed scientists, I reject
the ‘inherited versus leamed’ dichotomy
and instead stress the interaction, from the
moment of conception.
between genetic and
environmental factors.
Mw/i 6. MI theory so
broadens the notion of
intelligence that it in
cludes all psychologi
cal constructs and thus
vitiates the usefulness,
as well as the usual con
notation, of the tern.
Rca/it-, 6. This state
C
ment
is simply wrong.
C
I believe that it is the
standard definition of
intelligence that nar
rowly constricts our
view, treating a certain
form of scholastic per
formance as if it encom
passed the range of hu
man capacities and lead
ing to disdain for those
who happen not to be
—

—
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psychometrically bright. Moreover. I re
ject the distinction between talent and in
telligence: in my view, what we call “in
telligence” in the vernacular is simply a
certain set of “talents’’ in the linguistic
and/or logical—mathematical spheres.
Co!nnu’nt. MI theory is about the in
tellect, the human mind in its cognitive
aspects. I believe that a treatment in terms
of a number of semi-independent intelli
gences presents a more sustainable con
ception of human thought than one that
posits a single “bell curve” of intellect.
Note, however, that MI theory makes
no claims whatsoever to deal with issues
beyond the intellect. MI theory is not, and
does not pretend to be, about personality,
will, morality, attention, motivation, and
other psychological constructs. Note as
well that MI theory is not connected to any
set of morals or values. An intelligence can
be put to an ethical or an antisocial use.
Poet and playwright Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe and Nazi propagandist Joseph
Goebbels were both masters of the Ger
man language, but how different were the
uses to which they put their talents!
Myth 7. There is an eighth (or ninth or
10th) intelligence.
Reality 7. Not in my writings so far.
But I am working on it,
Comment. For the reasons suggested
above, I thought it wise not to attempt to
revise the principal claims of MI theory
before the 1983 version of the theory had
been debated. But recently, I have turned
my attention to possible additions to the
list. If I were to rewrite Frames of Mind
today, I would probably add an eighth in
telligence
the intelligence of the nat
uralist. It seems to me that the individual
who is able readily to recognize flora and
fauna, to make other consequential dis
tinctions in the natural world, and to use
this ability productively (in hunting, in fanri—
ing, in biological science) is exercising an
important intelligence and one that is not
adequately encompassed in the current list.
Individuals like Charles Darwin or E. 0.
Wilson embody the naturalist’s intelligence,
and, in ourconsuming culture, youngsters
exploit their naturalist’s intelligence as they
make acute discriminations among cars,
sneakers, or hairstyles.
I have read in several secondary sources
that there is a spiritual intelligence and,
indeed, that I have endorsed a spiritual in
telligence. That statement is not true. It is
true that I have become interested in Un—
—
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derstanding better what is meant by “spir
ituality” and by “spiritual individuals”; as
my understanding improves, I expect to
write about this topic. Whether or not it
proves appropriate to add “spirituality” to
the list of intelligences, this human ca

I’here is no point
in assuming that
eveiy topic can be
effectively approached
in at least seven ways.
pacity certainly deserves discussion and
study in nonfringe psychological circles.
Messages About
MI in the Classroom
If one were to continue adding myths
to the list, a promising candidate would
read: There is a single educational approach
based on MI theory.
I trust that I have made it clear over
the years that I do not subscribe to this
t6 On the contrary, MI theory is in
myth.
no way an educational prescription. There
is always a gulf between psychological
claims about how the mind works and
educational practices. and such a gulf is
especially apparent in a theory that was
developed without specific educational
goals in mind. Thus, in educational dis
cussions, I have always taken the posi
tion that educators are in the best posi
tion to determine the uses to which MI
theory can and should be put.
Indeed, contrary to much that has been
written, MI theory does not incorporate a
“position” on tracking, gifted education.
interdisciplinary curricula, the layout of
the school day, the length of the school
year, or many other ‘hot button” educa
tional issues. I have tried to encourage cer
tain “applied MI efforts,” but in general
my advice has echoed the traditional Chi
nese adage “Let a hundred flowers bloom.”

And I have oflen been surprised and de
lighted by the fragrance of some of these
fledgling plants
for example. the use
of a “multiple intelligences curriculum”
—

in order to facilitate communication be
tween youngsters drawn from ditlerent cul
tures or the conveying of pivotal princi

ples in biology or social studies through a
dramatic perfonriance designed and staged
by students.
I have become convinced, however, that
while there is no “right way” to conduct
a multiple intelligences education, some
current efforts go against the spirit of my
formulation and embody one or more of
the myths sketched above. Let me men
tion a few applications that have jarred
me.
The attempt to teach all concepts or
subjects using all the intelligences. As I
indicate below, most topics can be pow
erfully approached in a number of ways.
But there is no point in assuming that
every topic can be effectively approached
in at least seven ways, and it is a waste of
effort and time to attempt to do this.
• The belief that it sztffices, in and of
itself just to go throng/i the motions of
exercising a certain intelligence. I have
seen classes in which children are encour
aged simply to move their arms or to run
around, on the assumption that exercising
one’s body represents in itself some kind
of MI statement. Don’t read me as saying
that exercise is a bad thing: it is not. But
random muscular movements have noth
ing to do with the cultivation of the mind
or even of the body!
• The use of mate,-ials associated with
an intelligence as background. In some
classes, children are encouraged to read
or to carry out math exercises while mu
sic is playing in the background. Now I
myself like to work with music in the back
ground. But unless I focus on the perform
ance (in which case the composition is no
longer serving as background). the mu
sic’s function is unlikely to be different
from that of a dripping faucet or a hum
ming fan.
• The use of intelligences puiniarily as
mnemonic demices. It may well he the case
that it is easier to remember a list if one
sings it or even if one dances while recit
ing it. I have nothing against such aids to
memory. However, these uses of the ma
terials of an intelligence are essentially
trivial. What is not trivial
as I argue be
low
is to think musically or to draw on
•

.

.

—

—

Some of the structural aspects of music in
order to illuminate concepts like biolog
ical evolution or historical cycles.
The conflatuig of intelligences with
other desiderata. This practice is partic
ularly notorious when it comes to the per
sonal intelligences. Interpersonal intelli
gence has to do with understanding oth
er people, but it is often distorted as a li
cense for cooperative learning or applied
to individuals who are extroverted. In
trapersonal intelligence has to do with un
derstanding oneself, but it is often distort
ed as a rationale for self-esteem programs
or applied to individuals who are loners or
introverted. One receives the strong impres
sion that individuals who use the terms in
this promiscuous way have never read my
writings on intelligence.
The direct evaluation (or even gi-ad
lug) of iirelligences, without regard to coti
te.vt or content. Intelligences ought to be
seen at work when individuals are carry
ing out productive activities that are val
ued in a culture. And that is how report
ing of learning and mastery in general
should take place. I see little point in grad
ing individuals in terms of how “linguis
tic” or how “bodily-kinesthetic” they are;
such a practice is likely to introduce a new
and unnecessary form of tracking and la
beling. As a parent (or as a supporter of
education living in the community), I am
interested in the uses to which children’s
intelligences are put; reporting should have
this focus.
Note that it is reasonable, for certain
purposes, to indicate that a child seems to
have a relative strength in one intelligence
and a relative weakness in another. How
ever, these descriptions should be mobi
lized in order to help students perform
better in meaningful activities and perhaps even to show that a label was pre
mature or erroneous.
Having illustrated some problematic
applications of MI theory, let me now in
dicate three more positive ways in which
Ml can be
and has been —used in the
schools.
1. The cultivation of desired capabili
ties. Schools should cultivate those skills
and capacities that are valued in the coin
munity and in the broader society. Some
of these desired roles are likely to high
light specific intelligences, including ones
that have usually been given short shrift
in the schools. If, say, the community be
lieves that children should be able to per-
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form on a musical i nstru ment, then the
cultivation of in usical intel licence toward
that end becomes a value of the school.
Similarly, emphasis on such capacities as
taking into account the feelings of others,
being able to plan one’s own life in a re
flective manner, or being able to find one’s
way around an unfamiliar terrain are like—
lv to result in an emphasis on the cultiva
tion of interpersonal, intrapersonal, and
spatial intelligences respectively.
2. Approaching a concept, subject hint
tel; or discipline in a randy of itars. Along
with many other school reformers, I am
convinced that schools attempt to cover
far too much material and that superficial
understandings (or nonunderstandings) are
the inevitable result. It makes far more
sense to spend a significant amount of
time on key concepts, generative ideas,
and essential questions and to allow stu
dents to become thoroughly familiar with
these notions and their implications.
Once the decision has been made to ded
icate time to particular items, it then be
comes possible to approach those topics
or notions in a variety of ways. Not nec-

essarily seven ways, but in a number of
ways that prove pedagogical lv appropri
ate for the topic at hand. Here is where
MI theory comes in. As I argue in The Un—
schooledMind, nearly every topic can be
approached in a variety of ways, ranging
from the telling of a story, to a formal ar
gument, to an artistic exploration, to some
kind of “hands—on” experiment or simu
lation. Such pluralistic approaches should
be 7
encouraged.
When a topic has been approached from
a number of perspectives, three desirable
outcomes ensue. First, because children do
not all learn in the same way, more chil
dren will be reached. I term this desirable
state of affairs “multiple windows lead
ing into the same room.” Second, swdents
secure a sense of what it is like to he an
expert when they behold that a teachercan
represent knowledge in a number of dif
ferent ways and discover that they them
selves are also capable of more than a sin ously; eviden
ce that they construct cur
gle representation of a specified content. ricula. pedago
gy, and assessment insofar
Finally, since understanding can also be as possible
in the light of these differ
demonstrated in more than one way, a plu ences. All
the MI posters. indeed all the
ralistic approach opens up the possibility references
to me personally, prove to be
that students can display their new under of little avail
if the youngsters continue to
standings
as well as their continuing dif be treated in homogenized
fashion. By the
ficulties
in ways that are comfortab]e same token, whether
or not members of
for them and accessible to others. Perform the staff have
even heard of MI theory, I
ance-based examinations and exhibitions would be happy
to send my children to a
are tailor-made for the foregrounding of school with
the following characteristics:
a student’s multiple intelligences.
differences among youngsters are taken
3. The pei:vonalrtation of education. seriously, knowl
edge about differences is
Without a doubt, one of the reasons that shared with
children and parents, children
MI theory has attracted attention in the gradually assum
e responsibility for their
educational community is because of its own learnin
g, and materials that are worth
ringing endorsement of an ensemble of knowing are
presented in ways that afford
propositions: we are not all the same; we each child the
maximum opportunity to
do not all have the same kinds of minds; master those
materials and to show others
education works most effectively for most (and themse
lves) what they have learned
individuals if these differences in menta— and understood.
tion and strengths are taken into account
rather than denied or ignored. I have al
ways believed that the heart of the MI per Closing Comments
spective
in theory and in practice
I am often asked for my views about
inheres in taking human differences seri schools that
are engaged in MI efforts. The
ously. At the theoretical leel, one ac implicit questio
n may well be: “Aren’t you
knowledges that all individuals cannot be upset by some
of the applications that are
profitably arrayed on a single intellectu carried out
in your name?”
al dimension. At the practical level, one
In truth, I do not expect that initial ef
acknowledges that any unifonn edLication— forts to apply
any new ideas are going to
al approach is likely to serve only a mi be stunning.
Human experimentation is
nority of children.
slow, difficult, and filled with zigs and
When I visit an “Ml school.” I look for zags. Attempts
to apply any set of innova
signs ofpersonalization: evidence that all tive ideas will
sometimes be half-hearted,
involved in the educational encounter take superficial,
even wrongheaded.
such differences among human beings sed
For me the crucial question concerns

Wizen I visit

an 1vLI sclzooç
I[ook.for
siglzs of

personatization.

—
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