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Introduction

Bernice was drooling on her paper. For her, sleep set in just minutes after class began.  And it wasn’t just Bernice who was having problems.  Most of the class lay inattentive in their seats, struggling to pay even one ounce of attention to the long-winded and completely monotonous teacher.  Sleep was simpler, and much more exciting, than listening to such a dry lecture.  Day after day the teacher droned on with his endless, tedious discussions of history, and as time went on, Bernice came to expect a daily napping session out of the class.  Bernice had made up her mind.  She did not like that class, not to mention the teacher.  She would not even try to listen – not when it cost so much.  Had her teacher even made learning the slightest bit exciting, Bernice would have tried.  But because the teacher never changed his ways, never made learning fun, never though-provoking, Bernice would never know the potentially interesting and useful material that she was missing.  


Possibly one of the biggest problems with this teacher in the above scenario is that he is not teaching with a variety that will help to capture the students’ attention.  How can a student be expected to learn, when there is nothing to evoke his/her curiosity?  How can a student be expected to learn when the one teaching style might not fit his/her individual needs for learning?  Because each student has her or his own unique learning strategies, teachers need to implement specific, wide-reaching learning styles into their teaching, such as Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences, so they can effectively reach each student’s understanding.  

WHY
People learn in different ways.  Some individuals struggle with certain types of instruction, yet excel in other areas.  Some are great at many types of instruction, and others do best with just one type.  People all learn differently.  For example, we often hear someone say that he/she is a visual learner, while others tell that they learn better with auditory training.  Some learn very well with music, and others, when studying, cannot tolerate any noise. There are so many differences to the ways we all learn, so how can we, as teachers, understand how to reach each student’s needs?  If each student has a unique learning style which is different from so many others’, how can we be sure to make sure they are all getting the education that they need?  In order to answer these questions, let us first examine the findings of how people learn.

As we know, people’s brains work differently.  Because our brains process information differently, we function differently, we act differently, and we learn differently.  The Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) (2007), a non-profit education research organization, has gathered a great deal of research on the brain and on learning differences, and suggests how that research should influence education.  They have identified some approaches that educators can use to reach each student.

Following is a list of a few general functions of the brain as well as the implications that these functions can have for teaching.  First, SEDL (2000) found that “the brain performs many functions simultaneously” and that “learning is enhanced by a rich environment with a variety of stimuli” (p. 20).  This statement indicates the mind needs rich and different kinds of input.  SEDL then states that this finding implies that teachers should “present content through a variety of teaching strategies, such as physical activities, individual learning times, group interactions, artistic variations, and musical interpretations to help orchestrate student experiences” (p. 21).  So, in order to understand different concepts, we need to be able to experience the truths in different ways.  We gather ideas and concepts through a variety of means.

Next, SEDL (2000) says that people “have at least two types of memory: spatial, which registers our daily experience, and rote learning, which deals with facts and skills in isolation” (p. 36).  In school, it is important to develop both memory capabilities, and to teach using strategies that appeal to both.  Spatial exercises are highly valuable, in that they allow an individual to understand the concept through experience.  SEDL tells, “The brain understands best when facts and skills are embedded in natural spatial memory” (p. 37).  If the students have experience with an idea, they are much more likely to not only memorize the material, but to understand it.  Rote learning, however, has its benefits too.  For example, students can gain much from the rote memorization activity of memorizing the multiplication tables.  So, one or both of these memorization techniques are needed and useful.  They each accomplish different tasks, and are each necessary to meet certain purposes.  Teaching must use both methods, in order to meet the needs of the students, and to achieve the goal of the instruction.

Another finding about the brain, according to SEDL (2000), explains that people are naturally curious, and that they will search for the meaning of things. Our brains like challenges; they want to sort out the problems.  This fact is especially true if students are put in a situation where they are interested and involved.  Because of this truth, teachers should “present activities and ideas in a way that will arouse curiosity and awake the mind’s search for meaning” (p. 24-25). 

From SEDL’s research, we first need to understand that there are some general learning strategies that apply to each of us, no matter our own unique learning methods.  For example, most people achieve better understanding when using a “variety of stimuli” (2000, p. 20).  Next, people have specific memorizing strategies, yet both rote and experiential memory instruction are sometimes necessary to fulfill the purpose of the instruction.  And, every person’s brain is designed to want to discover and to figure things out.  Our brains can more easily do this if new challenges are presented among different teaching techniques.  

Though SEDL categorizes thinking styles into general groups, it still conveys the importance of the individual.  For example, the evidence shows that teaching must be flexible, able to fit any situation, and should contain a variety of instructional methods.  This research promotes allowances for human differences in learning. 

 So, from SEDL’s research, we can see that teaching needs to make room for general learning strategies that will most effectively access each individual’s learning styles.  

WHAT

Now understanding that we must teach using a general, wide-covering instructional approach – that still contains the ability to connect with the individuality of each student – what kind of method can we use?  What kind of system can reach so far, but accomplish so much so individually? 
One very valuable gathering of strategies – which contains a general approach for reaching individual student achievement – was discovered by Howard Gardner, a  professor of Cognition and Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.  Gardner, through many years of study, developed a teaching style called the Multiple Intelligences. 
The Theory of Multiple Intelligences (MI), originally an explanation of how the mind works, but now a world-recognized teaching style, was developed in 1983 (Moran, 2006). The theory was developed according to Gardner’s understanding that people’s minds work differently.  His theory, according to a doctor of learning and human development named Dr. Thomas Armstrong (2000), “suggests that the traditional notion of intelligence, based on I.Q. testing, is far too limited” (Armstrong).  Gardner felt that schools focused too much on the logical-mathematical and the linguistic intelligences, saying that “we esteem the highly articulate or logical people of our culture” (Ibid.).    In place of this traditional – and even current – notion, Gardner proposed that there are eight different types of intelligences that human minds have, and he says that each of these intelligences should be given attention equal to the currently more esteemed intelligences (Ibid.).  The theory describes these eight different basic styles for thinking and learning, and also provides a way for teachers to teach according to each student’s needs. 
Gardner’s eight intelligences are the logical-mathematical (number/reasoning smart), linguistic (word smart), spatial (picture smart), bodily-kinesthetic (body smart), musical (music smart), interpersonal (people smart), intrapersonal (self smart), and the naturalist (nature smart) (Armstrong, 2000).  
In “Understanding the Theory of Multiple Intelligences” (2005), the meaning of each of these intelligences is discussed.  The logical-mathematical intelligence describes individuals who have the “ability to detect patterns, reason deductively, and think logically” (“Understanding”, p. 13).  This intelligence is very much related to the scientific and mathematic ways of thinking.  People capable of this intelligence do well with numbers and reasoning.  The linguistic intelligence is about the mastery of language.  The benefactors of this intelligence have skill with words and with expressing oneself – either “rhetorically or poetically” (Ibid.).   They understand how to use words and language to their advantage, for expressing themselves and for understanding others.  The spatial intelligence refers to the ability to use “mental images” to help solve problems (Ibid.).  Those with this intelligence can manipulate pictures, maps, and figures to help them discover things like locations, areas, and amounts. The musical intelligence expresses the ability to identify and create “musical pitch, tones, and rhythms” (Ibid.).  The body-kinesthetic intelligence describes the skill of using the mind to coordinate the body’s motion (Ibid.).  People with this talent are generally good at things like dancing and motion-specific sports.  The interpersonal intelligence tells of “the ability to understand one’s own feelings and motivations” (Ibid.).  With this intelligence, the individual possessing it is able to understand themselves.  The intrapersonal intelligence, closely related with the interpersonal intelligence, is useful for understanding the “feelings and intentions of others” (Ibid.).  And finally, as published by the Educational Broadcasting Corporation (EBC), the naturalist intelligence describes the “ability to recognize and categorize plants, animals and other objects in nature” (EBC, 2004).  Individuals who possess the naturalist intelligence can use nature to understand their world. 
These eight forms of intelligence impact variations in human ability to learn and to solve problems.  Humans in social bodies exhibiting all of the intelligences have a better collective ability to experience discovery, and a better ability to find answers to encountered problems. Multiple intelligences allow people to see the world and truths in different ways. 
Another important concept to understand about the Theory of MI is that people generally have a blend, or mixture, of the intelligences.  Again, the article “Understanding the Theory of Multiple Intelligences” says,  

Although the intelligences are anatomically separated from each other, Gardner claims that the seven intelligences very rarely operate independently. Rather, the intelligences are used concurrently and typically complement each other as individuals develop skills or solve problems.
So generally, our brains function in a way that allow all or some of the intelligences to work together, in varying strengths, to help us understand our world, to learn and solve problems, and to express ourselves.  Each of our brains has a different and unique mixture of intelligences. Because of this distinction, we have differences in learning. Thus, students will have different learning needs.  Again, the theory emphasizes that there are differences in individual learning styles, and stresses the importance of a teaching method that will be able to reach each student’s understanding.  
HOW
Now that we understand what Gardner’s MI are, and why they have been proposed, how does this fit in with the research provided by SEDL?  

Both Gardner’s and SEDL’s arguments agree – to reach every students’ understanding and potential, teachers must educate with a variety of instructional approaches. Gardner says that we, as teachers, limit student learning when schools only focus on the two traditional forms of intelligences – the logical-mathematical and the linguistic.  He tells that we need to break from this traditional style, by implementing a range of instructional methods, which will at some point access each individual’s learning styles and intelligences.  SEDL (2000) agrees saying that teachers should “present content through a variety of teaching strategies.”  
Next, SEDL (2000) says that we need a range of educational input to gain a variety of experience that will help to enhance our understanding. And, if we are gaining the variety of experiences, then we are better prepared to succeed, due to the fact that “the brain understands best when facts and skills are embedded in natural spatial memory”, the memory that thrives on experience (p. 20).  Gardner’s theory follows right along, in that it invites this experiential form of learning.  Again, the research provided by SEDL implies that Gardner’s theory is beneficial for students.

Finally, SEDL (2000) says that teachers should “present activities and ideas in a way that will arouse curiosity and awake the mind’s search for meaning” (p. 24-25).  One of the best ways to accomplish such a task is to provide a variety of instructional methods, to mix it up. Gardner’s theory allows room for this same idea.  With a variety of instructional methods, the element of surprise is present.  The students cannot be prepared for something that they do not expect, and therefore, they will obviously pay more attention than if they experience the same kind of instruction every day.  So to arouse curiosity, one can use a variety of instructional strategies.  Once more, the research of SEDL and Gardner’s Theory of MI work together.  

SEDL explains how to reach each student’s understanding, and Gardner’s MI theory fulfills that explanation. The theory is a general teaching strategy that will, if truly taught, reach every student’s understanding despite individual learning differences.
Conclusion
Clearly, Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory is a wide-reaching method of instruction that will allow for individual improvement.  It is necessary that this theory be put to practice in the educational system, so that each student, despite individual differences, will be reached. Don’t make Bernice drool her life away – bring her back using the Multiple Intelligence Theory!
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