
So You Think You’re So Sm art !  
 

An I nt roduct ion to the theory of Mult iple I ntelligence 
 
 I n 1983, a Harvard educat ion professor by the name of 
Harold Gardner  created a new theory of intelligence.  Previ-
ously,  intelligence, as measured by the two most  prom inent  
tests, the Wechsler  scales and the Stanford-Binet , has been 
assigned a number known as an “ intelligence quot ient ”  or  
“ IQ.”   The higher your IQ, the smarter you were supposed t o 
be.  An IQ of 100 is considered average;  anything below 70 
is said t o be some level of mental retardat ion,  while any-
thing above 130 is said to be superior,  with all the interven-
ing levels in between. 
 
 But  those numbers apply only to a very narrow range 
of abilit ies.   Dr.  Gardner hypothesized that  there are actually  
EIGHT form s of intelligence, not  only a few of which are as-
sessed by the t radit ional IQ test .   According to th is theory of 
“mult iple intelligences,”  each of us can be more or less 
br ight  with respect  to each of these non-over lapping types.    
 
 One of the maj or implicat ions of Gardner’s theory is 
that  perhaps some or all of those who have had diff icult ies 
learning have those diff icult ies not  because they are dull-
wit ted but  because their  preferred way of learning- - - their  
type of intelligence- - - is not  being accessed.  The theory of 
mult iple intelligence says that  if  we teach people in a way 
that  is congruent  with their  preferred way t o learn,  then 
learn they will.   At  it s farthest  end, mult iple intelligence the-
ory casts the problem of “ learning disabilit ies”  in a new light .  
Perhaps, Gardner hypothesized, LD folks just  needed to be 
inst ructed in a different  manner.  There are 8 different  “po-
tent ial pathways to learning.”  
 
 



 
 

The Nine Types of I nte lligence 
 

1)  Linguist ic intelligence refers to being  “ word smart ”  
2)  Logical-mathemat ical intelligence refers to being “num-

ber/ reasoning smart .”  
3)  Spat ial intelligence is intelligence expressed v isually. 
4)  Bodily-kinesthet ic intelligence is “ body smart ,”  or the 

abilit y t o process informat ion v ia interact ion with the 
surrounding space 

5)  Musical intelligence refers t o heightened abilit y  to learn 
v ia sounds, rhythms and pat terns 

6)  I nterpersonal intelligence These are those folks who 
are “people smart .”  

7)  I nt rapersonal intelligence  refers t o people who have a 
heightened abilit y  to be self- reflect ive and self-analyt i-
cal 

8)  Naturalist  intelligence is the abilit y  to relate t o the 
natural wor ld 

 
I n order to facilitate learning, a subject  should be 

taught   in a way that  accesses as many of these intelli-
gences as possible.  And if someone is having t rouble 
learning from a t radit ional teaching st y le (which histor i-
cally has heavily  emphasized linguist ic and logical-
mathemat ical st y les) , then the same informat ion should 
be presented in a teaching st y le that  is m ore synchronized 
with the learner ’s st y le of intelligence. 

 
Moreover, each of us, in addit ion t o our  different  levels 

of intelligence in each of these 8 areas, also has a pre-
ferred perceptual m odality of learning .   There are 3 
main learning sty les:  

1)  Visual:  v isual learners learn best  by seeing 
2)  Audit ory:  audit ory learners prefer to hear th ings to 

learn them  best  



3)  Kinesthet ic:  th is t ype of learning sty le depends on 
physical interact ion with the subject  to be learned 

 
Visual learners do best  with lectures, and should 

sit  at  the front  of the class in order to see the inst ruc-
tor ’s body language and in order t o avoid any v isual 
obst ruct ions.   Since they’re likely t o th ink best  in pic-
tures, illust rat ions, maps, v ideos,  f lipcharts and hand-
outs are effect ive tools. 

 
Auditory learners,  on the other hand, while sim ilar 

to their  v isual cousins in their  need for lectures,  learn 
by talk ing things through, through discussions and 
pick ing up on vocal t ones and other audit ory nuances.  
They will learn bet ter if wr it ten informat ion is read 
aloud t o them . 

 
Kinesthet ic/ tact ile  learners learn best  v ia a 

hands-on approach and need to act ively invest igate the 
subject  at  hand.  Kinesthet ic people often f ind it  diff i-
cult  to sit  st ill for  prolonged per iods of t ime due to their  
st rong need for act iv ity  and explorat ion. 

 
But  this is only one theory of how people learn.  An-

other professor , Richard Felder,  suggests that  each of 
us falls somewhere on each of 4 different  cont inua:  

 
1 )  Affect ive vs. Reflect ive learners:  While act ive 

learners retain learned informat ion best  when 
they do something with the new knowledge-- -e.g.  
discuss or apply it ,  or  explain it  to others- - -
reflex ive learners prefer to “ think t hings through”  
and prefer t o work alone.  Each t ype of learner 
should make sure that  if  their  academ ic environ-
ment  does not  provide a suff icient  am ount  of t ime 
with the way that  they learn best , they should 
st ructure their  study t ime so that  it  best  f it s their  
learning sty le 



2 )  Sensing vs.  I ntuit ive  Learners: Most  of us     
use both st y les at  different  t imes.  Sensing learners 
prefer to learn facts,  while intuit ive learners are 
more at  home learning broader  possibilit ies and re-
lat ionships.  Where sensing learners gravitate to-
wards solv ing problem s by standard methods and 
shy away from innovat ion,  intuit ive learners are at -
t racted by innovat ion and dislike repet it ion.   While 
sensing learners are pat ient  with details and memo-
r izat ion,  intuit ive learners do bet ter with under-
standing new concepts and abst ract ions and even 
mathemat ical formulat ions. 
 

Sensing learners will remem ber best  if  they 
see how the new informat ion connects to the 
real wor ld;  they need specif ic,  real-wor ld ex-
amples of the concepts being learned.  I ntui-
t ive learners, on the other hand, will do bet ter 
if they ask about  the theor ies that  link the 
facts that  need t o be learned. 
 

2 )  Visual vs. Verbal Learners  While v isual learn-
ers learn best  through what  they see (pictures,  
diagram s, f ilms, demonst rat ions,  etc.) ,  verbal 
learners bet ter retain informat ion that  is gained 
from words, both wr it ten and spoken. 
 
Visual learners can facilitate their  learning exper i-
ences by f inding or creat ing any v isual representa-
t ion of verbal course mater ial.   Things like dia-
grams, sketches,  photos, f low charts, v ideos or  
computer displays will help.  A concept  map that  
list s main points enclosed in boxes and with ar -
rows showing connect ions amongst  concepts can 
be useful.   Highlight  any notes taken so that  eve-
rything about  one concept  is the same color. 
 



Verbal learners,  on the other hand, can increase 
their  learning by wr it ing sum mar ies or  out lines of 
what  they have learned.  Somet im es it  helps to 
work with peers and exchange verbal understand-
ing of the informat ion. 
 

3 )  Sequent ia l vs. Global Learners 
While a sequent ial learner learns best  by advanc-
ing understanding in a stepwise,  linear  fashion, a 
global learner prefer to learn “ in large jum ps, ab-
sorbing mater ial alm ost  random ly without  seeing 
connect ions, and then suddenly ‘get t ing it . ’  A se-
quent ial learner needs a logical path to f ind a solu-
t ion, whereas a global learner can solve problems 
once they have grasped the overall picture. 
 
A sequent ial learner can assist  h is/ her learning by 
making out lines.  A global learner may feel frus-
t rated or “dumb”  because s/ he can’t  follow along 
in a logical step-by-step manner.  To assist  such a 
learner in get t ing to the point  where everything 
suddenly all makes sense, a global learner m ight  
t ry sk imm ing through an ent ire chapter to get  an 
overv iew of the subject  mat ter, then t ry ing t o re-
late the subject  to what  is already known or  ask 
your teacher for  help with th is. 

 


