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Abstract

The notion of human intelligence as measured by psychometric tests that evaluate linguistic
and logical-mathematical intelligence is well-established. Howard Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences (MI), first proposed in 1983, posits that the notion of human
intelligence is better represented as a series of eight different forms of intelligence. This
article examines Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and its relevance to secondary
education in India. Based on Gardner’s theories and other scholarly work in the field of
educational neuroscience, this article discusses the development of Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences, the criticisms of the theory, and the implications of the theory for
secondary classrooms in India. Furthermore, this article explores how MI can help teachers to
understand the diversity within their classrooms as the result of the gender, socio-economic
and familial backgrounds of their students. Finally, this article intends to use these findings to
propose changes to secondary education in India, namely in the curricula and assessments
used in higher secondary schools across the nation.
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Introduction

For most of the twentieth century, the question of how intelligent a student was had one
answer: their 1Q score. This determined the educational lot of students across the world,
including those in India. The 1Q scale originated from Alfred Binet in the 1890s and was
standardized later by others. Students with higher scores were considered to be more
intelligent than others who scored lower on IQ tests.

Charles Spearman published his theory of the two factors of intelligence in 1904. In his book,
he proposed that there was a “g” factor in all mental tasks that individuals performed. This
general factor of intelligence explained why some students performed well on tests of a
certain kind also scored highly in other forms of intellectual tasks. This “g” factor became the
foundation of IQ tests and the views of intelligence of most educators and psychologists.
Although a simple framework to understand intelligence, Spearman’s model would later be

proven significantly incomplete.
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In 1983, Howard Gardner published his book Frames of Mind which would change the minds
of educators and psychologists alike. Gardner proposed another framework for understanding
intelligence that suggested that there were at least seven (eight) forms of intelligence in
humans (Gardner, 1983). Where 1Q tests evaluated intelligence on a narrow scale, Gardner
proposed that humans should evaluate intelligence on a broader scale.

At the time of Gardner’s proposal of the framework of multiple intelligences (MI), India was
undergoing reforms in its education system. Higher secondary schools were being established
across the country and Gujarat in particular was instituting its Secondary and Higher
Secondary Education Board (GSEB) which would conduct examinations of students which
would determine the futures of those students.

India’s National Education Policy 2020 (NEP 2020) has brought about the most significant
changes to the Indian education system since 1986. The NEP 2020 proposes a shift away
from traditional forms of rote learning towards competency-based education that develops the
cognitive and emotional skills of students. This aligns with the concerns that Gardner brought
to the discussion of intelligence. However, there has been limited engagement between
scholars and the MI theory.

This article takes on the discussion of how the MI theory can be applied to the challenges
faced by secondary schools in India. This article is a conceptual review of the topic with a
detailed examination of each aspect of the MI theory as it pertains to India. Specifically, this
article will examine Gardner’s theory, the criticisms of the theory, and how the theory applies
to education in India today. Furthermore, this article will examine how the theory can be
applied to the education system of India as a means of improving the educational lot of
students from across the nation. This article exists as a conceptual article. Additionally, the
MI theory is not beyond criticism in this article.

Theoretical Framework: Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligences

The concept of multiple intelligences was started by author Howard Gardner. Gardner
divided the intelligences into eight different categories: linguistic, logical-mathematical,
spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. The naturalist
intelligence was added in 1999 to Gardner’s original concept of seven different forms of
intelligence (Gardner, 1999). Each of these intelligences 1s associated with certain criteria and
characteristics. For instance, linguistic intelligence requires an understanding of language, its
use in persuasive contexts, memory, and explanatory contexts. Logical-mathematical
intelligence encompasses the abilities necessary for deductive reasoning, problem solving,
and recognizing patterns (Gardner, 1983). Spatial intelligence relates to the ability to
understand visual-spatial information, musical intelligence relates to an understanding of
musical sound and rhythm, and bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is related to the use of the
body to solve problems (Armstrong, 2009).

In contrast, interpersonal intelligence is the understanding of others and their behaviors,
motivations, and emotions; intrapersonal intelligence relates to an understanding of oneself,
one’s own motivations, behaviors, and emotions. These two forms of intelligence were
included in Gardner’s initial proposal due to their relationship to developmental psychology,
as well as the failures of those with high intelligence scores yet lacking these other forms of
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intelligences (Gardner, 1983). Finally, naturalist intelligence is the ability to recognize and
understand patterns in the natural world around the individual; this intelligence was described
in Gardner’s 1999 publication on the concept of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1999).
Furthermore, there is some neurological support for Gardner’s theory of multiple
intelligences, although the findings are yet debated. Shearer and Karanian performed a review
of the neurological sciences literature to determine which areas of the brain were associated
with each of the intelligences (Shearer & Karanian, 2017). Overall, their findings indicated
that each of the intelligences is associated with a different and separate region of the brain,
though there are some overlaps in the regions between certain intelligences. Though not
statistically significant or conclusive in any way, this finding supports Gardner’s idea of eight
separate intelligences rather than just one general intelligence of cognition.

Building upon Shearer and Karanian’s findings, Shearer published a paper that discussed five
principles related to Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and their relationship to
neuroscience. These five principles were that culture matters, every brain is unique, the
importance of self-knowledge, embodied cognition, and the importance of making learning
mean something to the individuals involved in that learning process (Shearer, 2018).

Related to Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the notion that
teachers who understand the different intelligences of each student can more effectively teach
those students to those areas of knowledge in which they may struggle. Thus, each of these
intelligences has a relationship to Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD), as well.

One important concept with regard to MI theory is that of distinguishing between the concept
of intelligence versus that of learning style. While it may appear that the two concepts are
similar, each has a different meaning related to MI theory. For instance, while an individual
may exhibit high levels of musical intelligence, they may exhibit another learning style than
those with high musical intelligences (Gardner, 1999; Armstrong, 2009). Thus, the two
concepts are not to be mixed or used interchangeably.

Debates Around MI Theory

Any honest account of the theory of multiple intelligences has to include its critics. Since the
publication of Gardner’s book on the theory, there have been several scholarly objections to
the theory, and none of the responses from Gardner and Moran have entirely answered these
objections.

The most detailed critique of the theory was published by Waterhouse (2006). In her review
of the empirical research that has informed the theory of multiple intelligences, Waterhouse
presents several arguments against the foundation of the theory. She argues, for example, that
the research that supports the theory is lacking experimental studies that would help to test
the theory. Furthermore, she contends that the applications of the theory to education have
developed beyond the theoretical justifications for the theory.

Gardner and Moran (2006) provided a response to Waterhouse’s review. They pointed out
that their theory of multiple intelligences does not suggest that each of the identified
intelligences is entirely independent of the other intelligences. Furthermore, they argued that
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Waterhouse’s suggestion of the need for experimental studies to test their theory was a
misunderstanding of the disciplines whose knowledge they synthesized to form their theory.
While the debate between Waterhouse and Gardner and Moran indicates that the empirical
foundation of Gardner’s theory is still contested, the standards for evaluating the theory are
not settled. The proper response to the criticism of the theory is to use it carefully. One could
use the theory but with some scepticism regarding its assertions regarding the eight different
kinds of intelligences.

In contrast, it is clear that the theory has had an impact upon education. For instance,
Kornhaber, Fierros, and Veenema (2004) conducted a research study of over 40 schools
across the United States that had implemented the principles of the theory of multiple
intelligences for at least three years. Their study revealed that those schools experienced
improvements in the engagement of their students, the behavior of their students, and the
motivation of their students - especially among those students who had had trouble
succeeding in their education in conventional schools.

Learner Diversity Through the MI Lens: Gender, Socio-Economic Status, and Family
Context

One of the most practically relevant aspects of MI theory is its implication concerning the
diversity of learners in the classroom. Students come to the classroom with a variety of
characteristics and experiences that contribute to the diversity that is inherent in the
classroom. A theory that takes diversity into consideration provides for education systems
and teachers a means of describing such diversity without having to utilize a vocabulary that
ranks those diversities.

The notion of gender among learners has been among the most studied within the context of
MI theory. Studies in the Indian secondary school classroom have indicated that there are
gender-based differences within specific domains of intelligence. However, the specific
findings of such studies have varied considerably. For instance, girls have scored lower than
boys in domains related to spatial reasoning and spatial intelligence. The implication of this
finding is that the lack of spatial intelligence exhibited by girls might be due to a lack of
experience with spatial tasks rather than a lack of potential for spatial intelligence itself.
Related to the question of gender-based differences in intelligence is the question of how
socio-economic status may impact intelligence. Among the most well-researched and
replicated findings in educational research is the relationship between socio-economic status
and academic achievement. In an article published in the journal Frontiers in Psychology,
Eriksson et al. (2021) reviewed research that examined the six components of socio-
economic status as they relate to academic achievement in 77 different societies. In each of
these societies, they found that the component of socio-economic status that was most
strongly correlated with academic achievement was the number of books that lived in the
student’s home and the socio-economic status of the parents. In other words, students from
more socio-economically advantaged backgrounds exhibited higher levels of academic
achievement than students from less socio-economically advantaged backgrounds. In the
Indian classroom, this finding implies that students from different backgrounds may have
differences in their areas of developed intelligence. However, it is important to note that MI

Volume 13 Issue 2 72 June-2026



http://www.ctegujarat.org/
mailto:ctefeduinspire@gmail.com

Edulnspire- E-Journal -ISSN- 2349-7076

Edulnspire-An International E-Journal
An International Peer Reviewed and Referred Journal (www.ctegujarat.org)
Council for Teacher Education Foundation (CTEF, Gujarat Chapter) Email:- ctefeduinspire@gmail.com

theory explicitly rejects the idea that differences in intelligence are due to differences in
capabilities. A student who does not have the opportunity to participate in musical or sporting
activities at home is not inherently less musical or less physically-kinesthetic than another
student.

Related to the influence of socio-economic status upon intelligence is the implication of
another factor within the Indian classroom: family type. Students who live within a joint
family have social interactions with other members of their extended family that contribute to
the development of their social and interpersonal intelligence. While not all joint families are
created equal, interaction with older generations, younger generations, cousins, uncles, and
other members of a joint family provides opportunities to learn about the social norms and
expectations of that extended family. These interactions contribute to the development of
social cognitive skills and abilities.

The implication of each of these findings is clear and important for teachers in the higher
secondary schools of Gujarat. A thorough understanding of the intelligence of students
requires tools beyond marks and examination scores. Such tools must also go beyond
recognizing intelligence in the areas that students are examined for during school.

Pedagogical Implications for Indian Higher Secondary Schools

The theory suggests that every topic in every subject can be approached through the eight
intelligences. For instance, a lesson on the Indian movement for independence can be
approached through the linguistic intelligence to tell the story, spatial to understand the maps
of the country, logical-mathematical to understand the strategies of the leaders, musical to
learn the songs of the movement, bodily-kinesthetic to enact the actions of the leaders of the
movement, interpersonal to discuss the movement with others, intrapersonal to write about
the movement or its effect on individuals, or naturalistic to understand the way the
environment contributed to the movement. These are just a few of the entry points for the
same lesson that could accommodate for the different strengths in individual learners
(Armstrong, 2009).

The structure of the GSEB curriculum makes it difficult to incorporate these types of diverse
forms of teaching. The curriculum is driven by examinations that must be prepared for, there
i1s a time constraint on the curriculum, and the curriculum is structured according to the
syllabi that are set forth for every year of schooling. However, as Tomlinson (2001) explains
of teaching according to these forms of differentiated instruction, there is no need for teachers
to prepare separate lessons for each student in the classroom. Instead, however, it is helpful to
allow students to learn according to their strengths in intelligences, especially since
Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development states that an area of learning
according to a student’s strongest intelligences can best develop others in their zone of
proximal development.

The research on schools by Kornhaber, Fierros, and Veenema (2004) demonstrates that
effective schools are those with a culture that values diverse forms of intelligences, provides
professional development for teachers regarding these intelligences, and develops assessment
techniques other than tests to evaluate these intelligences. Each of these features can be
incorporated into Indian schools. For instance, the government of the state and the GSEB
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could design professional development programs for teachers to introduce them to these
concepts. Furthermore, organizations like NCERT and the state-level SCERTs could
incorporate these concepts into teacher education programs at the B.Ed. and D.ELEd. levels.
Another implication of this type of teaching strategy may be especially important in the
higher secondary schools in the rural areas of the state of Gujarat. As author Armstrong
(2009) explains of rural Indians, their experiences with agriculture develops in them
intelligences in areas like naturalistic and bodily-kinesthetic knowledge in ways that city
students are without that experience.

It is true that teachers are not in a position to effectively assess each student’s intelligence
according to their developed intelligences. However, while the assessment of intelligences
does require teachers to have some form of training, the development of lessons according to
these intelligences does not require such training by teachers. Thus, teachers do not need to
learn the MIDAS to prepare lessons that incorporate multiple intelligences into their
curriculum; they only need to have a basic understanding of the concepts of MI theory
(Shearer & Karanian, 2017).

Rethinking Assessment: From 1Q to Intelligence Profiles
The implication of MI theory regarding assessment is the most contentious implication of MI

theory regarding Indian education. The existing system of examinations in higher secondary
schools in India primarily tests students’ linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligences.
While students are required to write answers to questions and solve problems in school
examinations, they are not required to compose, design, perform, organize, or reflect in these
examinations.

While this type of observation of the inefficiency of the examination system in India is not a
new observation, the theory of multiple intelligences provides a framework for understanding
this problem. The concept of the intelligence of humans in eight different domains suggests
that the examination system in India is failing to recognize intelligences other than linguistic

and logical-mathematical intelligences. In other words, those who score poorly on the
examination have their other intelligences being ignored by the examination system.

There are a variety of approaches to assessment that could account for this. For instance,
portfolio-based assessments that examine a student’s work in a variety of domains could be
used to assess their intelligences. Assessments of students’ performances in various projects
and works that activate intelligences other than linguistic and logical-mathematical
intelligences could be used. None of these approaches are contrary to the academic rigor of
the current system of examinations in Indian secondary schools.

Kornhaber, Fierros, and Veenema (2004) note in their study that some of the schools with the
most improvements in their students’ performance in school introduced what they called the
concept of authentic assessment. The concept of authentic assessment requires students to use
their intelligences to complete school projects and assessments. Such an assessment system is
similar to that described in the NEP 2020 document.

While the introduction of assessments that account for the theory of multiple intelligences
within the GSEB system presents some challenges, the current examinations in these schools
serve a variety of important functions for the students and their society in general. The
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abandoning of these examinations is, therefore, not a realistic recommendation for the
system. However, incorporating various other forms of assessments into the education system
that account for the intelligences described within the theory of multiple intelligences is a
realistic recommendation.

Conclusion
Gardner's Theory of Multiple Intelligences (MI) can be used to understand the diversity that

exists among students in the higher secondary schools in India. This theory suggests that
individuals have different forms of intelligence within themselves and that an individual’s
performance in school in relation to examination scores does not reflect the individual’s true
intelligence or potential.

Although not a universally accepted scientific theory, the ideas of MI have been defended by
Gardner and Moran (2006) against critiques by scholars such as Waterhouse (2006). As such,
the theory should neither be accepted as true without critical thought nor should it be
dismissed as a theory without consideration of its possible applications in education. The
theory can be used as a framework to understand the diverse ways in which students excel in
their areas of education.

Schools that use the concepts of MI have been the subject of research and studies in the field
of educational neuroscience, as have classrooms that use different forms of teaching to
accommodate for the diversity within the classroom. The results of these studies have
indicated that classrooms that use various forms of teaching allow for students of diverse
backgrounds and intelligences to be educated effectively. These findings agree with the
concepts promoted by the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 of India.

As such, MI theory can help to guide educators in the development of effective classroom
and teaching practices in the higher secondary schools of India. By understanding each
student’s various intelligences, educators can better enable each student to reach their full
potential. Finally, applying the concepts of MI to the NEP 2020 will allow for these policies
to be implemented within classrooms throughout the country.
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