Literature Review Module 2 – MI Smart:  Learning For Understanding

The theory of multiple intelligences was formulated by Dr. Howard Gardner, a psychologist and professor at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education and Co-Director of Harvard Project Zero.  Accepted widely by educational psychologists and applied in a variety of ways in classrooms, the theory emphasizes nine unique intelligences through which individuals learn and teach new information.  Gardner defined the first seven intelligences in Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983) and the last two in Intelligence Reframed: Multiple Intelligences in the 21st Century (1999).  Although the theory of multiple intelligences was initially applied to elementary and secondary school grades, both researchers and practitioners agree that applications to post-secondary education are appropriate.  Over the past decade, community colleges and universities are taking seriously student learning and student differences in learning.  

Gardner (1983) asserts in Frames of Mind that differences count when it comes to being smart.  Gardner states, “It’s not how smart you are, it’s how you are smart” (p. 33). Gardner’s (1983) Frames of Mind provides an extensive review of brain research and interviews that support his theory that human intelligence is multifaceted rather than singular.  Initially, Gardner (1983) wrote, “Intelligence is the ability to solve problems, or to create products, that are valued within one or more cultural settings" (p. x). Gardner (1999) later defined intelligence  as “a biopsychological potential to process information that can be activated in a cultural setting to solve problems or create products that are of value to a culture” (p.34).

 Three basic assumptions are derived from Gardner’s definition of intelligence (www.thirteen.org/edonline/). First, intelligence is the ability to create an effective product or service that is valued by a given culture.  Second, intelligence is a set of skills that make it possible for an individual to solve problems in life.  Third, intelligence involves gathering new knowledge for the purpose of finding or creating solutions for problems.  All human beings have multiple intelligences that can be nurtured and strengthened or ignored and weakened.

Briefly stated, the nine intelligences according to Gardner (1983, 1999) are:

· Verbal-Linguistic Intelligence – verbal skills, sensitivity to sounds, meanings and rhythms of words

· Logical-Mathematical Intelligence – conceptual and abstract skills, discern logical and numerical patterns

· Musical Intelligence – produce and appreciate rhythm, pitch, timber, and tone by using voice or instrument

· Visual-Spatial Intelligence – think in pictures and images, visualize abstractly and correctly

· Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence – control of one’s body movements in skilled and complicated ways and to handle objects skillfully

· Interpersonal Intelligence – detect and respond appropriately to other’s moods, motivations, intentions; interacting effectively

· Intrapersonal Intelligence – self-awareness, know inner feelings, values, beliefs, thoughts

· Naturalist Intelligence – understand the natural world, recognize and categorize relationships, interact effectively with living creatures

· Existential Intelligence – sensitivity to deep questions about human existence, such as meaning of life and my role in this world  
Traditional methods of defining and assessing intelligence and learning have strongly favored verbal-linguistic (word smart) and logical-mathematical (number smart) learners.  Standard IQ tests and scholastic aptitude tests measure a narrow range of intellectual abilities.  Schools that rely heavily on assessing student learning primarily through this conception of intelligence will likely fail to serve the academic as well as career development needs of those students whose strengths lie outside these two intelligences (Luzzo and Shearer, 1999). Many students who have potential and capacity to learn in other ways are often viewed as lazy, unmotivated and poor performers. Consequently, they are often written off as incapable. 

According to Gardner (1983), the educational process, whether K-12 or higher education, 

should be to develop intelligences and to help people reach vocational and avocational goals that are appropriate to their particular spectrum of intelligences. People who are helped to do so, I believe, feel more engaged and competent, and, therefore, more inclined to serve the society in a constructive way (p.9).
It seems that the daunting challenge facing educational systems today is to design a creative and effective interdisciplinary approach to teaching, learning, and assessment that takes into account the intellectual gifts of each student (Diaz-Lefebvre and Finnegan, 1997).  Terry O’Banion, former president and CEO of the League for Innovation in the Community College, is a leading proponent of a shift from a teaching to a learning- centered college (1995).  Similarly, George Boggs, President and CEO of the American Association of Community Colleges, advocates for a learning centered college (2002, October).  He stated there is a learning paradigm movement occurring in the community college setting today.  He stated the tenets of the learning paradigm are four-fold.  First, the college mission must be student learning rather than instruction.  A clear focus on student learning must take priority over policy, program, and practice.  Second, the institution must take responsibility for learning outcomes, not just provide access to college courses.  Third, supporting and promoting student learning is everyone’s job from the president to the custodian.  

Finally, colleges will be evaluated on the basis of student learning outcomes.  The successful college, therefore, will look for new ways to teach, learn, and assess student learning.  In A Learning College for the 21st Century, O’Banion (1997) advocates for a wide variety of learning options that provide a broad assessment tool to measure student learning through the many intelligences.  Diaz-Lefebvre  (1997) stated that the major difference in college courses utilizing multiple intelligences theory is that students have choices of learning options that are academically grounded in the text and classroom material. The inclusion of learning options represents a shift from the often restrictive traditional methods of assessing learning.   Regarding assessment of learning option projects, Lazear (2000) suggests a wide variety of assessment instruments for the multiple intelligence strengths.  The question of assigning grades to learning option projects is best answered through development of a rubrics system that represents a fair and equitable assessment system.  The effective application of multiple intelligences theory provides all students with an opportunity to demonstrate how they are smart, thus learning for understanding.

In summary, discussion of the dynamics of learning concepts provide a forum for opening dialogue and sharing ideas that give leverage to the multiple intelligences with an emphasis on learning for understanding.   Institutions of higher education can improve the quality of their services by making a shift from a teaching-centered to a learning-centered college that addresses the multiple intelligences of all students.  Additionally, the search for appropriate, creative, and fair assessment tools to measure student learning will require a commitment and interdisciplinary approach from faculty and administration (Diaz-Lefebvre, 2002).

Many college teachers, including myself, have often wondered what it would take for my students to really want to learn academic material and what would it be like to teach intrinsically motivated students.   Perhaps, getting outside my “comfort zone” and “taking risks” in the teacher-learner process may be the place to start.  What an opportunity to challenge, motivate, and stimulate ALL students to not just memorize information, but, indeed, to LEARN for UNDERSTANDING!
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