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Since the 1988 Education Reform Act, issues
of curriculum differentiation, varied
learning styles and teaching approaches
relevant to the needs of individual pupils
have maintained high priority on the
education agenda. This article discusses the
effects on pupils' learning of using Howard
Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences.
It is based on explorations carried out in a
project `using multiple intelligences in the
classroom', initiated by co-ordinators
Brenda Hopper, Val Chamberlain and
Barbara Jack in the School of Education at
Edge Hill College of Higher Education. The
project aimed to focus equally on teachers'
individual professional development, and
the learning experiences and development
of the pupils involved, and was carried out
with teachers in local primary and
secondary schools, across a wide range of
subjects.

Howard Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligence

The project described below was based on the work of
Harvard University psychologist Howard Gardner.
In his seminal work, Frames of Mind: The Theory of
Multiple Intelligences (1983), Gardner challenged tradi-
tional views of intelligence and argued for the exist-
ence of seven discrete `intelligences' in human beings,
combinable in different ways to form an intellectual
repertoire of different intelligences. The seven intel-
ligences for Gardner were: logical-mathematical,
linguistic, musical, spatial, bodily-kinaesthetic, inter-
personal and intrapersonal. In his recent research
he has added an eighth intelligence, naturalist, and
considered a further, what Gardner describes as a half
intelligence, spiritualist intelligence.

Although not originally developed for educational
purposes, Gardner's theory has nevertheless inspired
writers, educationalists and critics, not only in
America but also in the United Kingdom and other
parts of Europe. `MI schools' have been established in

America, Canada, Australia and elsewhere and his
theory has attracted educationalists working particu-
larly in inner city and deprived environments in the
UK. In an attempt to answer his critics, and in the
wake of increasing influence of his work, Gardner has
recently spoken about the ways in which he sees the
Multiple Intelligence movement working in class-
rooms, ways in which MI Theory has been miscon-
strued, and current directions his own thinking has
taken. For Gardner, MI is not an educational end in
itself. It is, rather, a powerful tool that can help to
achieve educational goals more effectively. Speaking
in an interview with Mindshift Connections in April
1997, Gardner stated that MI is most useful for two
educational ends:

(1) It allows us to plan educational programs that will
enable children to realise desired end states (for
example, the musician, the scientist, the civic-
minded person);

(2) It helps us to reach more children who are trying
to understand important theories and concepts in
the disciplines. (Gardner, 1997: 2)

Gardner has often stated that it is unimportant to him
whether his theory remains in its present form. What
he is interested in is whether it helps people to get
better at doing things. The basic thrust of Gardner's
writings concern the questions, `Why are we teaching
people what we are teaching in the way we are
teaching, and why do we value our current system of
educating human beings as the best, and as the most
wholesome, accurate way of assessing the intelligence
of a human being?' In an article in the Times
Educational Supplement (March 1995) he states that,

The best possibility is when teachers use MI theory
as a way of looking at kids more carefully. I
couldn't care less if the theory survives in its
present form. I'm interested in whether it helps
people notice differences they haven't seen before.

Using MI Theory in the Classroom ± Approaches

At the start of the eight month project undertaken
at Edge Hill, the seven secondary teachers and
three primary teachers involved were unfamiliar
with Gardner's Multiple Intelligence theory and its
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potential for use in the classroom. Through a planned
schedule of training, teachers were introduced to the
theory, and ways of approaching learning through the
intelligences. Workshops gave teachers opportunities
to explore their own intelligence profiles, to gain an
understanding of the theory and formulate action
plans for exploring the use of MI theory in their
classrooms. Although the major part of the project
was actively carried out in schools, the group met
together at regular intervals to share experiences and
refine their action strategies.

In grappling with how best to explore using the intel-
ligences in their classrooms, teachers adopted several
approaches, some of which were more successful than
others. These can be summarized as follows:

. Using Gardner's theory as a legitimate planning
framework through which to offer students a
variety of learning activities.

. Isolating each `intelligence' into particular activ-
ities.

. Including specified intelligences in specific lessons,
to ensure that all intelligences were covered over a
period of time.

. Incorporating all intelligences in all topics covered.

Teachers who used Gardner's theory as a legitimate
framework by which to offer students a variety of
learning activities were the most successful in estab-
lishing ways of working that were effective and
sustainable. In these cases the theory was used as a
practical framework for planning to meet the needs of
the students; activities were developed by which
students could find out more about their strengths
and weaknesses. Teachers used the framework as a
means of helping students to become aware of, and
able to work on, aspects of their intelligence profiles
which were less well developed, as well as building
on their areas of strength. The range of activities was
offered as a planned, integral part of the curriculum,
rather than randomly selected for the sake of variety.

Gardner himself is critical of a simplistic approach
where activities are included in an ad hoc way, for the
sake of variety or coverage. As he points out, to visit
an MI project in a school and see children crawling on
the floor to emphasize bodily-kinaesthetic awareness
devalues the underlying intentions of what is basic-
ally a psychologist's view of intelligence. Worse, the
intelligences in some cases have been used merely as
a different way of labelling children as, for example,
`logical-mathematic', or `spatial'. Trying to include all
intelligences in all topics, or the `how many of your
intelligences have you used today?' approach has
equally attracted criticism. While acknowledging
Gardner's success in opening teachers' and project
workers' eyes to new possibilities and broadening the
notions of intelligence beyond traditional IQ-related
ideas, White warns of the dangers of taking this
liberating process on board stating:

The seven or eight intelligences are too close to
familiar curricular areas for comfort. They make
curriculum planning deceptively easy. They tempt
us to bypass the complex ethical and practical
problems found in constructing a defensible
curriculum in favour of a categorisation backed
by all the authority of a Harvard professor. We
may escape the shackles of IQ intelligence only to
find ourselves imprisoned within another dubious
theory. (White, 1998: 35)

Some teachers altered their initial approaches to using
multiple intelligences as the project proceeded. As
most learning experiences involve a complex inter-
action of intelligences, those teachers who had initially
planned lessons to include specific intelligences began
instead to draw upon the intelligences as appropriate
during lesson activities. In commenting towards the
end of the project on the different ways that the MI
theory had been implemented in classroom practices,
one teacher reflected:

If one went rigidly into all the intelligences
discussing all seven intelligences with the children
and tried to gear your work round all the
intelligences it wouldn't work. For me, it was
concerned with finding out in which areas the
children worked best and trying to gear your work
to that, allowing children to experience all the
intelligences while nurturing others, but not teach-
ing like discussing, explaining intelligences and
then shoving them down children's throats.

Effects On Learning

1. Increased awareness about the learning process: one of
the key advantages of working with multiple intelli-
gences is the emphasis it places on students exploring
and understanding their own learning process. The
MI approach was perhaps particularly successful for
teachers working with older pupils. Teachers were
able to discuss with their classes the project they were
involved in and the basic principles of MI theory.
Pupils thus became aware of the different ways in
which they could best learn, and of the possibilities
of eventually becoming responsible for their own
learning.

The most successful MI lessons were those in which
teachers planned to teach content they had always
taught, but now placed greater emphasis on exploring
ways in which pupils learn. MI theory, incorporated
as part of a differentiated learning programme for
students, provided a framework for legitimate flex-
ibility, allowing the curriculum to be tailored to fit the
learning needs of the pupils. Drawing on his own
research, Gardner reminds us that

. . . any rich, nourishing topic can be approached in
at least five different ways that, roughly speaking,
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map on to the multiple intelligences. We might
think of a topic as a room with at least five doors or
entry points into it. Students vary as to which entry
point is the most appropriate for them and which
routes are most comfortable to follow once they
have gained initial access into the room. Awareness
of these entry points can help the teacher introduce
new materials . . . then as students explore other
entry points, they have the chance to develop those
multiple perspectives that are the best antidote to
stereotypical thinking. (Gardner, 1993: 203)

One of the most successful adaptations of this
approach was made by a science teacher who chose
to explore MI theory with a Year 10 Science group.
The teacher told the group what they needed to know
at the end of the series of lessons, and it was left to the
pupils to decide exactly how they would work
through the topic, drawing on the range of intelli-
gences defined in MI theory.

Significantly, this teacher witnessed at first hand how
the MI approach provided a key to unlock untapped
resources for learning and understanding in some
of her students. The following is a case study of how
the MI approach helped one boy in her group to
overcome his struggle.

Case Study

There was a boy in this top set Science GCSE group
who was not doing very well in Science. He could
not normally understand an examination question,
couldn't grasp what the question was asking. In
working on the weather topic through MI, this boy
used drawing and drama ± particular skills he was
good at. He used a video to give a presentation
at the end of the topic. Producing a video and
allowing his drama skills to come through in his
Science has changed this boy. It has built up his
confidence, like opening a door, like unblocking
a river, something which could flow out of him.
Although during working on the topic the boy had
written nothing down, and kept it all in his head,
the end of the year tests proved that he had
understood the assignment.

Several teachers found they were able to `reach' more
pupils than through more usual routes, particularly
pupils who had previously underachieved, and/or
had difficulty grasping specific concepts. For example,
in a Year 9 History lesson, pupils were asked to
demonstrate their knowledge and understanding
of World War II through producing board games.
The variety and complexity of the games which
the pupils created took the teachers by surprise. A
number of pupils who were usually slow to use
written skills quickly went to work on the production
of 3D board games. The teacher leading the class
commented:

. . . the classroom was a hive of activity. Pupils
wanted to stay behind and work on their games.
Their self evaluations were well informed and
constructive. The fact that we had required pupils
to touch, to use their hands and their bodies had
enriched their learning, and the results in the end
of topic test suggested that the less able had
retained information for longer.

As Gardner states:

So long as materials are taught and assessed in only
one way, we will only reach a certain kind of child.
But everything can be taught in several ways. The
more we can match youngsters to congenial
approaches of teaching, learning, and assessing,
the more likely it is that those youngsters will
achieve educational success. (Gardner, 1997: 2)

2. Increased emphasis on individual learning processes: for
Gardner, one of the key strengths of MI in education
is the emphasis it places on the individual. As an
advocate of emphasizing the differences between
individuals, Gardner suggests that schools should
have curriculum-brokers whose role it is to provide a
regular up-to-date view of the strengths, weaknesses
and inclinations of children in school. In his article,
`Myths and Messages', he states:

Without a doubt, one of the reasons that MI theory
has attracted attention in the educational com-
munity is because of its ringing endorsement of
an ensemble of propositions: we are not all the
same ± we do not all have the same kinds of minds
± education works most effectively for most
individuals if these differences in mentation and
strengths are taken into account rather than denied
or ignored. I have always believed that the heart of
the MI perspective ± in theory and in practice ±
inheres in taking extremely seriously the differ-
ences among human beings. (Gardner, 1997: 355)

There has been much research carried out in this area.
Kolb's (1984) influential four-fold model embraces a
range of learning styles to meet individual learning
styles. Greenhalgh states that:

where learners have opportunities to make use of
their preferred learning styles they have greater
opportunities for success in learning. (Greenhalgh,
1994: 235)

This emphasis on students' working out their own
learning processes, and ultimately becoming respons-
ible for their own learning, was one of the most
successful outcomes of the project. In one of the
classroom explorations students kept a reflective log
in which they recorded what they had done, what
they had achieved, what they had hoped to achieve.
Most importantly, they were also asked to reflect on
what they had learnt and how they had learnt through
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the activities. They were thus very active in monitor-
ing their own learning. As Greenhalgh argues:

Where pupils are involved in the keeping of their
own records of progress and achievement as part
of a planned process, this serves to acknowledge,
and help the development of, the child's autonomy.
(Greenhalgh, 1994: 245)

In another classroom exploration, one teacher re-
marked that she felt a sense of `letting go, taking
hold'. Having taught for many years, this experienced
teacher had finely tuned her teaching of all aspects
of the National Curriculum for her subject area. She
knew exactly where the pitfalls were; the difficult
areas for pupils to grasp. Through working with
multiple intelligences this teacher became aware that
the balance of responsibility between teaching and
learning could be more evenly weighted. The teacher
commented that

Working with MI allowed me to take more risks
with my teaching. My style has changed. I have
learnt that pupils can take more responsibility for
their own learning. The experience for me was a
case of letting go, taking hold. That is to say, I let go
and the children took hold of their own learning
processes.

These pupils were actively involved in planning and
monitoring their own learning. The flexibility of the
lessons, the liberating effect that working in this way
had on the teacher, and the sense of excited anti-
cipation of the pupils all combined to provide an
environment in which the pupils responded well to
being asked to reflect on and identify how their
learning had occurred. They became increasingly
aware of their individual preferred methods and
were able to recognize factors which either facilitated
or inhibited their own learning. As the teacher
remarked:

One of the main benefits to the students was by
offering them a variety of activities, by suggesting
that there's a variety of ways in which they can
tackle a particular task ± they began to unravel for
themselves that there are different ways to learning
than just having a load of content forced into them.

3. Stimulating the active learning process: teachers
observed that when the pupils began to recognize
that using diverse activities in lessons was not an end
in itself but a means of learning, and that different
people learn in different ways, pupils' motivation to
learn dramatically increased. One teacher reported
that:

Pupils didn't realise how much they were learning
. . . They didn't realise they were actually learning
as they were having so much fun . . . It [MI] is an
excellent tool for motivating pupils and for allow-

ing changes to be made in teaching and learning
approaches. It stimulated children to do their
homework!

It was clearly evident in several classrooms that
pupils were engaged and absorbed in the lesson
activities. The pupils found the lessons `hugely
enjoyable, with good attendance and punctuality
throughout and excellent attitude and behaviour.'
Pupils who had not always `joined in' in other lessons
were keen to participate and prepared to take risks.

Several teachers noted that once pupils had `tapped
in' to a previously unknown potential for grasping
and understanding, they were keen to show them-
selves in a positive light to their peers. Consequently,
co-operative group work particularly motivated
pupils into applying learning methods which worked
best for them. Despite the additional preparation
required, and the time consuming nature of pupils'
self-directed learning activities, teachers noted that
less time was taken up with settling behavioural
disruptions. This substantially eased classroom stress
levels and created an atmosphere more conducive to
learning. As one teacher remarked:

It has also been necessary for the children to co-
operate with each other and hold responsibility as
members of a team, working in a subject in which
they were not used to working in this way. For
many of our children, this has been a major step
forward. Many are very street-wise and are more
familiar with looking after themselves rather than
working co-operatively with others.

For many teachers, enhancing children's self-concepts
through MI played a significant part in the overall
success of the project for them, as they believed it
could access routes into more traditional learning
areas. As Gardner remarked when speaking at a
conference in London, `Enhancing self-concepts
through MI can sometimes prove to be useful avenues
into a more traditional curriculum' (Craft, 1997, 12). In
discussing the impact of MI on school reform in
deprived areas, White notes:

Many children in these areas are held back by low
self concepts. They see themselves as `dim' or
`thick'. But this is within the framework of the
traditional version of intelligence ± they are poor at
the kind of abstract thinking that IQ tests target.
(White, 1998: 3)

Recognizing their ability to learn, and becoming
aware of a sense of learning, was a key factor in
raising the self esteem of many pupils, particularly
those who regarded themselves as failures. As Green-
halgh argues:

However well the teacher structures the tasks,
learners who lack confidence, have poor self-
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esteem or who have repeatedly experienced rejec-
tion or failure may balk at the invitation to learn.
It is not uncharacteristic for children with poor ego
development or low self-esteem to respond to
being given a learning task by protesting, `I can't'
. . . differentiating the curriculum to take account
of emotional factors in learning requires that
particular account be taken of the structuring of
learning tasks to match skills needed with pupils'
levels of functioning, to relate tasks to pupils'
experiences and to enable the teacher to provide
bridges when confidence wavers. (Greenhalgh,
1994: 239)

Shifting the balance or responsibility within the
learning process, for both teachers and students,
brought about changes in the teacher±pupil relation-
ships. One teacher commented:

Rather than the `I know it all and I am commun-
icating it to you' approach, the pupils understood
how to work to their own learning processes.

Through exploring with children, the teacher became
a guide, an adviser; reflecting Fielding's view of
learning as

. . . a shared understanding in which the students
and teachers are at different times and simul-
taneously learners and teachers of themselves and
each other. (Fielding, 1996: 96)

For many in this project, the teacher±pupil relation-
ship became more informal. Teachers commented,
`the pupils saw a different side of me'; `it brought
down the barriers in our relationship with the pupils'.
In discussing one of the major benefits of using MI in
the classroom, Campbell emphasizes the positive
impact such changes may have on teachers:

The teacher finds that he/she is working with
students rather than for them, exploring what they
explore, discovering what they discover and often
learning what they learn. Satisfaction is gleaned
from students' enthusiasm for learning and in-
dependence, rather than test scores and ability to
sit quietly. Most important, in planning for such
diverse modes of learning, the teacher becomes
more creative and multi-modal in his/her own
thinking and learning. A teacher might well ask:
`Who is changing the most, students or teachers?'
(Campbell, 1995: 205)

Tensions between Process and Content

The increased flexibility of the multiple intelligence
learning environment gave pupils space in which to
explore their individual learning processes. This
ignited in pupils a sense of being stimulated and
motivated by the process of successful learning. In

addition, learning was taking place in an environment
which, under normal circumstances for some, had
previously failed to stimulate learning at all.

It would be easy to view MI as a useful approach
when you have a child who is not interested or who
is interested but is not learning. However, there is
more to using MI in the classroom than just as an
alternative learning tool. Perhaps of greater value,
and one that strikes at the core of education, is its
potential to heighten pupils' awareness of the whole
learning styles spectrum and in the emphasis it places
on pupils themselves coming to know and under-
stand their own learning strengths and weaknesses. It
is here that the real stimulation lies; in self-discovery;
in each pupil developing an intellectual curiosity to
find out and learn about things, aware that they can
mobilize and control the means by which to do this.
Although there has been a great deal of research
carried out on teaching and learning styles, involving
active observation, investigation and scrutiny of how
pupils learn, the pupils themselves appear to largely
remain a peripheral part of such initiatives.

In discussing the need to place as much emphasis on
how people learn (the process of learning) as on what
people learn (the content of learning), Greenhalgh
points out that tensions in the perceptions of learning
as `process' or `content' are a reflection of the tensions
between different values in society:

In educational circles there is a habit of valuing
`process' less than `content'. The Education Reform
Act's introduction of the National Curriculum
could be interpreted as reinforcing this situation.
In secondary schools, in particular, the prevailing
culture has reinforced the notion of teaching
subjects ± i.e. content ± rather than young people
± i.e. process. The emphasis on content, to the
detriment of process, is also the case in relation to
initial teacher training. (Greenhalgh, 1994: 13)

This tension between process and content was
reflected in the project, as the following comment
from one of a team of two teachers working with SEN
students illustrates:

[A. . .] is very concerned to know whether the
students have actually learnt something and how
he is going to assess their learning. I go more on
what they look like in the lesson, in what they are
achieving in that lesson, getting a lot out of it. If
they don't remember it after that lesson, to me, it
doesn't really matter.

Gardner (1993) describes a vision of schooling far
removed from the current system of curriculum
overload, standardization and national testing. Rather
he proposes an individual-centred system in which
different types of specialists assess the learning needs
of individual pupils, identify appropriate curriculum
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experiences and draw on the range of learning
opportunities available within the wider community.
Small (1977) focuses on the distinction between
schooling and education (one does not need to go to
school to become educated, and, conversely, going
to school does not necessarily give one an education),
drawing on the work of Illich, who believed:

. . . that only actual participation constitutes socially
valuable learning, a participation by the learner in
every stage of the learning process, including not
only a free choice of what is to be learned and how
it is to be learned but also a free determination by
each learner of his reason for living and learning ±
the part that his knowledge is going to play in his
life. (cited in Small, 1977: 183)

Small (1977) argues that the producer-consumer
concept of education, together with the idea of know-
ledge as an independent entity existing entirely outside
the knower, pervades our entire system of schooling.
Formal school education consists of packages of
knowledge, delivered in the form of syllabuses, and
emphasizes the finished product ± the certificate or
grade awarded. For Small it is the process, not the
product that is of paramount importance:

. . . How many times do we hear of successful (or
indeed of unsuccessful) adults as being `products'
of a certain school or other institution? The word is
revealing, and lets drop the real processes at work
in school. The purpose of schooling . . . is of the
production of a commodity, something that will be
as valuable as possible. The production of school-
ing is expected to come fully to life only after the
production process is complete; if a good product
he will be able to sell himself as high up the market
as it will bear . . . The basic flaw in the abstract
model of knowledge, knowledge, that is, which
is divorced from experience, is that, do what we
will, pupils, like all other humans, will continue to
experience, and we cannot stop them. We cannot
stop the processes of experience, and yet the school
seems expressly designed to do so . . . (Small, 1977:
192)

Such an emphasis on product, at the expense of
process, can seriously inhibit individual development.
For example, Hurry (1995) found that lecturers in
higher education collectively look for intellectual
curiosity, discussing and reasoning skills in prefer-
ence to `half-baked, rote learned set courses' in
students. They were critical of an educational system
through which `successful' students ± that is, those
who gain the grades to go on to higher education ±
were only `amenable to drilling and not real learning'.
Personnel in the music industry were similarly critical
of the cloistered academic approach, some suggesting
that formal study repressed individuality, initiative
and flexibility. Many considered that self-taught
people were more adaptable and less hide-bound.

Many students in classrooms tend to ignore the
teacher, use initial stimuli and work largely inde-
pendently to find out about the things they want to
know about. In other words, they will manage their
own learning, and in the process develop the kind of
thinking skills which lead to future success.

Smith quotes John Lennon to illustrate how many
pupils feel:

People like me are aware of their so-called genius
at eight, nine, ten . . . I always wondered, `Why has
nobody discovered me? In school, didn't they
see that I'm more clever than anybody in this
school? That the teachers are stupid, too? That all
they had was information I didn't need? It was
obvious to me. Why didn't they put me into art
school? Why didn't they train me? I was different,
I was always different. Why didn't they notice me?
(Smith, 1996: 52)

It is not surprising that, particularly in areas of high
unemployment and low expectations, many young
people `drop out' of school. For these students, the
tensions between content and process are irreconcil-
able and eventually lead to breakdown of the system.
Many students can, and do, control their own
learning. They block their own learning processes,
or are not motivated enough to mobilize their learning
skills when they perceive little relevance in acquiring
the taught content packages of knowledge, under-
standing and skills currently on offer in school. Thus,
while the content, which they perceive to be irrelev-
ant, is taught, the processes through which they may
acquire the kinds of knowledge and understanding
which they do want, are not adequately nurtured.
This is not simply a case of providing the `right' or
`wrong' content, it is about mobilizing intellectual
curiosity, developing reasoning skills and resource-
fulness, enabling young people to make balanced
judgements, equipping individuals to make sense of
the world in which they live.

Conclusion

I want to rescue multiple intelligences from the
fridge and show how for the most conventional
and unimaginative curriculum it can really be very
powerful. (Gardner, 1997: 20)

Over recent years, multiple intelligences theory has
been criticized for being fundamentally flawed
(White, 1998; Best, 1996). Taken literally by prac-
titioners, the theory has been distorted, diluted and
variously manipulated to fit a wide range of edu-
cational curricular and strategies, some of which have
attracted criticism, not least from Gardner himself.
However, to use the analogy here of a beacon,
perhaps it is by providing a light shining from the
beacon, and not in the beacon itself, that the value of
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the multiple intelligence approach can be recognized.
Critics have focused attention on the actual machin-
ations of the beacon rather than the wider implica-
tions of the light shining from it. However, while the
`beacon', or theory itself may be subject to criticism,
it is nevertheless shedding some alternative light on
issues at the very centre of current debates in edu-
cation. It is important not to lose sight of the funda-
mental philosophy which lies behind the theory itself.

Although much of this theory is not new, it is
certainly refreshing and timely to use it to highlight
significant issues concerning teaching and learning
within the educational world. The beacon of MI
theory can shed light, for both teachers and students,
on how young people can be helped to access,
manage and develop their own learning processes.
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