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Kathy Checkley: You have said that the theory of multiple intelligences may be best 
understood when we know what it critiques. What do you mean?  

Howard Gardner: The standard view of intelligence is that intelligence is something you are 
born with; you have only a certain amount of it; you cannot do much about how much of 
that intelligence you have; and tests exist that can tell you how smart you are. The theory of 
multiple intelligences challenges that view. It asks, instead, ‘Given what we know about the 
brain, evolution, and the differences in cultures, what are the sets of human abilities we all 
share?’  

My analysis suggested that rather than one or two intelligences, all human beings have 
several (eight) intelligences. What makes life interesting, however, is that we don't have the 
same strength in each intelligence area, and we don't have the same amalgam of 
intelligences. Just as we look different from one another and have different kinds of 
personalities, we also have different kinds of minds.  

This premise has very serious educational implications. If we treat everybody as if they are 
the same, we're catering to one profile of intelligence, the language-logic profile. It's great if 
you have that profile, but it's not great for the vast majority of human beings who do not 
have that particular profile of intelligence.  

Kathy Checkley: How should thoughtful educators implement the theory of multiple 
intelligences? 

Howard Gardner: Although there is no single MI route, it's very important that a teacher 
takes individual differences among kids very seriously. You cannot be a good MI teacher if 
you don't want to know each child and try to gear how you teach and how you evaluate to 
that particular child. The bottom line is a deep interest in children and how their minds are 
different from one another, and in helping them use their minds well.  

Now, kids can be great informants for teachers. For example, a teacher might say, ‘Look, 
Benjamin, this obviously isn't working. Should we try using a picture?’ If Benjamin gets 
excited about that approach, that's a pretty good clue to the teacher about what could 
work.  

The theory of multiple intelligences, in and of itself, is not going to solve anything in our 
society, but linking the multiple intelligences with a curriculum focused on understanding is 
an extremely powerful intellectual undertaking.  

When I talk about understanding, I mean that students can take ideas they learn in school, 
or anywhere for that matter, and apply those appropriately in new situations. We know 
people truly understand something when they can represent the knowledge in more than 
one way. We have to put understanding up front in school. Once we have that goal, multiple 
intelligences can be a terrific handmaiden because understandings involve a mix of mental 
representations, entailing different intelligences. 
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