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A School for All 
Intelligences

The theory of multiple intelligences emphasizes 
the highly varied capacities of human beings. To 
encourage children's full development, we need 
fundamental changes in schools, as seen today at 

the Key School in Indianapolis.

R ecent discussions about the re 
structuring of schools focus on 
ways in which institutional set 

tings and teacher roles can enhance 
student learning. This is an important 
concern, but the issue of curriculum 
content—what should be taught and 
why—is still relatively neglected Our 
research group, Harvard Project Zero, 
has been examining these questions 
through the lens of the theory of mul 
tiple intelligences We would like to 
describe this theory, some of the re 
search projects it has engendered, and 
its implications for elementary and 
secondary education

The theory of multiple intelligences 
(Ml theory) challenges the prevailing 
concept of intelligence as a single gen 
eral capacity which equips its pos 
sessor to deal more or less effectively 
with virtually any situation MI theory 
paints a more variegated and contex- 
tualized picture, positing a number of 
intelligences Based on Gardner's 
empirical work with normal and 
gifted children, as well as on studies 
of brain-injured adults, it defines an 
intelligence as the capacity to solve 
problems or fashion products which 
are valued in one or more cultural 
settings

Realms of Intelligence
As described in Gardner's 1983 book 
Frames of Mind, MI theory proposes 
that people use at least seven relatively 
autonomous intellectual capacities— 
each with its own distinctive mode of 
thinking—to approach problems and 
create products These include linguis-
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tic, musical, logical-mathematical, spa 
tial, bodily-kinesthetic interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal intelligences. Al 
though they are not necessarily depen 
dent on each other, these intelligences 
seldom operate in isolation Every nor 
mal individual possesses varying de 
grees of each of these intelligences,'but 
the ways in which intelligences combine 
and blend are as varied as the faces and 
the personalities of individuals

Ml theory suggests some compel 
ling alternatives to current educational 
practices in several areas

1. Range of abilities addressed. Ac 
cording to MI theory, it is important 
for education to address other human 
abilities and talents besides the lin 
guistic and logical-mathematical intel 
ligences which have long been the 
primary focus of most schools (Gard 
ner 1987b).

2. Learning environment. By ac 
knowledging the wide variety of valu 
able—and independent—domains, MI 
theory calk for an attendant shift in 
instructional conditions. Typical class 
room procedures rely heavily on lin 
guistic and logical-mathematical symbol 
systems. However, one cannot develop 
musical intelligence, for example, mere 
ly by talking and writing about music
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Sustained, hands-on practice with the 
procedures, materials, and problems 
of such a domain are crucial to achiev 
ing deep knowledge within it Hence, 
MI theory places an emphasis on 
learning in context, particularly via 
apprenticeships.

3 Assessment measures MI theory 
challenges the viability of standardized, 
machine-scored, multiple-choice assess 
ments, which by their very nature ap 
praise students' knowledge through the 
filter of the linguistic and logical-mathe 
matical intelligences Each intelligence 
needs to be' assessed directly, in con 
texts which call it into play (Gardner in 
press, a).

4. Concept of learner By proposing 
that each person possesses a distinc 
tive combination of intelligences, MI 
theory emphasizes the highly individ 
ualized ways in which people learn. It 
calls into question the prevailing pol 
icy of educating all students in the 
same subjects with the same methods 
and materials. To students with high 
degrees of spatial intelligence, for ex 
ample, the history of an era might best 
be introduced through an, architec 
ture, and/or geography. For students 
with high interpersonal or linguistic 
intelligences, biographies and dra 
matic reenactments might prove bet 
ter vehicles (Gardner 1987a)

Recent Research Projects
At Project Zero, we have begun to ex 
plore these alternatives in a series of 
research projects, each addressing spe 
cific facets of education at the primary, 
middle, and secondary levels. Project 
Spectrum, a collaboration with David 
Feldman of Tufts University, developed 
intelligence-fair assessment measures to 
identify and describe the various intel 
lectual strengths exhibited by pre 
schoolers (Krechevsky and Gardner in 
press, a;. These evaluation measures— 
number games, storytelling activities, 
creative movement exercises—double 
as pan of the classroom curriculum and 
as free-play activities. As in other initia 
tives, we deliberately blur the traditional 
line between curriculum and assess 
ment, thus enabling students to be as 
sessed in natural, familiar, and non- 
threatening contexts.

Arts PROPEL, a collaborative re 
search project with the Educational 
Testing Service and the Pittsburgh 
Public School System, assesses middle 
and high school students' growth and 
achievement in anistic endeavors 
(Gardner 1989a) By working through 
"domain projects" and compiling their 
own portfolios, students learn to re 
flect on and evaluate their work in 
music, creative writing, and visual arts.

Carried out in collaboration with 
Robert J. Sternberg at Yale University, 
the Practical Intelligence for Schools 
project (PIFS) has developed meta- 
curricular units that can be infused 
into the curriculum typically taught in 
middle school classes These infused 
units help students to focus on prob 
lems which predictably arise in the 
traditional content areas of mathemat 
ics, social studies, and reading and 
writing (Krechevsky and Gardner in 
press, b). Typical problems include how 
to take notes, how to revise an essay, 
and how to use resources for a term 
paper. The units encourage students to 
identify their own intellectual strengths 
and abilities and to draw on them as 
they tackle academic problems

Our Vision of an MI School
These and other pilot studies provide 
glimpses of what a school might ac-
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complish if it were to embrace MI 
theory at all levels of operation Be 
cause no such school exists as yet, we 
offer here our own personal vision of 
what such a school would be like 
Details from our pilot studies fill out 
this picture; they represent the initial 
steps schools are now taking toward 
nurturing the development of multi 
ple intelligences in all children

The school we envision commits 
itself to fostering students deep un 
derstanding in several core disci 
plines. It encourages students' use of 
that knowledge to solve the problems 
and complete the tasks that they may 
confront in the wider community At 
the same time, the school seeks to 
encourage the unique blend of intelli 
gences in each of its siudents, assess 
ing their development regularly in in 
telligence-fair ways To achieve these 
goals, the school draws inspiration 
from the educational successes of non- 
school enterprises Modeling the fresh 
and engaging approach of children s 
museums, the school creates an atmo 
sphere in which students feel free to 
explore novel stimuli and unfamiliar 
situations In the spirit of traditional 
apprenticeships, it promotes students' 
sustained and guided efforts on indi 
vidual projects Students and teachers 
collaborate in an environment that is 
at once unconstrained and purposeful

Our school day reflects these ideals. 
In the mornings, students study the 
traditional subject areas but in untra- 
ditional ways Almost all the work in 
mathematics, social studies, reading 
and writing, and science takes the 
form of student projects Students ex 
plore particular aspects of material in 
depth, addressing problems that con 
front professionals in the discipline 
For instance, they might attempt to 
make sense of conflicting reports 
about a single historical event or to 
define a scientific problem and then 
informatively explore it by carrying 
out small-scale experiments (Gardner 
1989b)

Ans PROPEL provides a model for 
this kind of learning via projects The 
domain projects developed for this 
study provide a rich series of exercises 
to help students focus on a particular
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aspect of an an form (composition in 
the visual arts, characterization in play- 
writing, rehearsal in music) Students 
work through these projects, keeping 
their drafts, revisions, final products, 
and observations in a portfolio (a bet 
ter name might be "process-folio"). 
This documentation of the student's 
creative growth serves as a catalyst for 
her own reflections on herself as 
learner and fledgling artist. The stu 
dent's work is assessed by examining 
the final product, her thinking inform 
ing it, and her plans for subsequent 
projects.

The second half of our school day is 
a natural extension of the first. During 
this time, students and teachers ven 
ture out into the community for fur 
ther contextual exploring and learn 
ing. The younger children and their 
teachers often travel to a children's 
museum, a playground, or a special 
participatory demonstration at the lo 
cal theater, symphony, or art museum. 
These excursions differ from typical 
field trips because classes return to the 
same spots many times over the 
course of the year. Students can con 
tinue projects begun in previous visits 
(perhaps working on a sculpture at the 
local art museum or continuing study 
on the life cycle of the crabs at the 
aquarium) or hone their skills in fa 
vorite activities (examining butterfly 
specimens at the children's museum 
or playing the tympany at the sym 
phony demonstrations) Teachers pre 
pare students for these experiences by 
planning related in-class projects and 
discussions and debrief them after 
ward in parallel ways.

Such educational bridges could be 
constructed with programs like a cur 
rent Project Spectrum initiative which 
seeks to create thematic ties between 
preschool curricula and museum ex 
hibits through the use of kits. Orga 
nized around topics which intrigue 
young schoolchildren, these kits pro 
vide activities which can be used in 
school, museum, and home settings to 
stimulate a range of intelligences. The 
"Night and Day" kit, for example, in 
cludes a game board (featuring chil 
dren's usual night and day activities) 
which facilitates exploration of num-
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ber concepts. Books and related story- 
boards stimulate language skills, and 
"shadow games" encourage students' 
active investigation of the concepts of 
"light" and "dark."

Whether at the museum or our en 
riched school environment, children 
are allowed to explore freely and en 
couraged to ask questions. Teachers, 
aides, and other adults (including 
those who staff the field trip sites) jot 
down notes (or make mental ones to 
be written down later) about the chil 
dren they are watching. Which stu 
dents show interest or skill in particu 
lar activities or exhibits? What sorts of 
questions do students ask? What tasks 
do they have difficulty with?

Project Spectrum employs a similar 
in-school technique for compiling in 
formation about a student's intellec 
tual proclivities. In a Spectrum class 
room, students are provided with a 
variety of rich materials designed to 
stimulate particular intelligences. A 
treasure hunt game helps to develop 
children's abilities to make logical in 
ferences. Assembly activities involving 
simple mechanical objects draws upon 
their fine motor skills. A storyboard 
composed of an ambiguous landscape 
and imaginative figures and objects (a

king, a dragon, a jewel box) fosters 
children's skills in using descriptive 
language, dialogue, and narration. 
Over the year, teachers and observers 
make notes about the activities stu 
dents gravitate toward and the prog 
ress they make in working with the 
materials. At the end of the year, par 
ents receive a Spectrum Report a 
short essay detailing the child's intel 
lectual profile, along with suggested 
home or community activities that 
might foster growth in areas of partic 
ular strength or weakness.

These reports play a prominent role 
in the Mi-based school. Teachers and 
parents observe how the child carries 
out tasks and projects in the class 
room, on field trips, and at home and 
put their notes into the files the 
school's assessment team keeps on 
each child. Video documentation of 
the student's projects, activities, and 
personal observations and prefer 
ences is also a possibility—and is in 
fact being carried out at the Key 
School, an Indianapolis public school 
strongly influenced by MI theory (Ol- 
son 1988) A record of the student's 
own preferences completes the collec 
tion When a student reaches 3rd 
grade, he and his parents meet with a 
member of the assessment team to 
review the variety of strengths and 
preferences he has exhibited thus far. 
Together, they choose the three ap 
prenticeships he will pursue within 
the school and community in the com 
ing years

Like the Key School, our school not 
only takes its students into the com 
munity but also brings the community 
to its students. Community members 
volunteer to share their expertise in 
some craft or occupation by working 
with a small group of students who 
have expressed interest in it. In addi 
tion, a "flow period" gives students 
time to play with games, activities, and 
ideas that appeal to them (while ob 
servers take note of their preferences 
and strengths). The important point 
here is that students can explore inter 
ests and abilities not necessarily tapped 
by the typical school curriculum.

In our school, older students cany 
on this intellectual exploration in a
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more structured way. While continu 
ing to spend mornings carrying out 
the projects of the basic core curricu 
lum, they devote their afternoons to 
the apprenticeships they chose as 3rd 
graders. They study intensively with 
"master" teachers, members of the 
community who possess expertise in 
a particular area. Each student pur 
sues an academic discipline, a physi 
cal activity, and an art or craft. Just as 
in the early years, when their school 
encompassed numerous exploratory 
opportunities in the wider commu 
nity, now the workplaces and studios 
of their various masters become an 
other richly contextualized extension 
of the classroom

Adults in the community can partic 
ipate in two ways Some become mas 
ters; they devote time to working inti 
mately with an apprentice Others, 
while not working directly with ap 
prentices, provide ideas for particular 
projects which advanced apprentices 
can carry out with minimal guidance 
from their masters Such projects 
might include designing and painting 
murals for particular buildings or bus 
inesses, developing a more efficient 
record-keeping system for the public 
library, or composing music for a 
school event Each adult meets with a 
member of the school's community 
liaison team, which keeps names of 
potential masters and projects in the 
community/school opportunities bank. 
These are shared with the assessment 
team as it guides students in selecting 
their apprenticeships. In addition, the 
community liaison team monitors the 
progress of the apprenticeships and 
projects, intervening constructively if 
problems arise.

What's Next?
Whatever the fate of these pilot projects, 
MI theory has the potential to dramati 
cally alter the ways in which we think 
about schools and about education. 
However, we cannot realistically expect 
schools as they are now to assume the 
full burden for educating such a range 
of human intelligences. To restructure 
education, we must enlarge the circle of 
responsible individuals.

To restructure 
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Only a "full-court press" of support 
from parents, community leaders, 
neighborhood organizations and insti 
tutions, concerned adults from all 
walks of life, and broad-minded edu 
cators will help our communities 
achieve viable schools for the future 
(Gardner in press, b, c).

There are many possible schools, 
given the diversity of resources, both 
human and material, that make up 
individual communities. And since MI 
theory is, at most, a charter and not a 
cookbook, this is all to the good How 
ever, we suspect that all Mi-inspired 
schools will share at least a few impor 
tant features Even traditional subjects 
will be taught in a variety of ways, 
thereby addressing the varied intelli 
gences of students and their teachers 
Assessment will be intelligence-fair 
and will take place, as much as possi 
ble, in the context of the rich and 
engaging projects that make up the 
daily curriculum. As a result of such a 
regimen, we expect that students will 
end up having a stronger and more 
fruitful understanding of themselves— 
their strengths, their distinctive ap 
proaches, the particular vocational and 
avocational roles for which,they might 
be suited

Many individuals have now entered 
into discussions of school reform; 
some are drawn from the domain of 
educational research, others from the 
practical world of classrooms Too of 
ten, the gulf between educational the 
ory and practice remains unchal 
lenged. In the long run, there is 
nothing so practical as a good theory, 
but a theory without the opportunity 
for real-life implementation will soon 
fade away. At Project Zero, we seek to 
span this gulf By working together as 
equal partners on projects of mutual 
interest, educators and researchers 
can form productive collaborations 
through which we can effectively re 
structure our schools, leading ulti 
mately to the fuller realization of our 
children's rich potential D
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