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Abstract

This paper outlines the theories of general intelligence, multiple intelligences, and savant syndrome. While the presence of savants is used as a criterion for defining distinct intelligences, it is more accurately viewed as an exception to the rule. The notion of general intelligence has been pulled from extensive research and has a solid statistical foundation. The apparent variation within each person’s mental abilities can be attributed to personal preference and environment. Essentially, each individual is born with a potential for intelligence. Other factors, which add desirable uniqueness and personality, affect this potential. Therefore, a person’s performance may be slightly better on one mental task than another because of exposure or preference. The person’s scores on these two subtests would still be correlated enough to support the theory of g. Viewing these strengths and weaknesses as separate intelligences has little backing in research.
The Nature of Intelligence


As humans, we strive to know and understand as much as possible. We have trouble accepting partial explanations or guesses. When it comes to studying our own intelligence, this desire seems especially strong. Scientists have always disagreed about what the term “intelligence” actually means. However, as with most matters, some opinions are better supported than others. In considering intelligence, I am most trusting of those hypotheses that are supported by reliable statistical correlation and concrete scientific evidence. For example, researchers have conducted extensive analyses of WAIS-III results. Generally, the data shows that scores on each separate subtest are positively correlated with the scores of each of the other subtests (Deary, 2001). There are exceptions to this generalization, as demonstrated by Treffert and Wallace’s (2002) introduction to savants, whose disabilities are paired with extraordinary mental abilities. While interesting, I do not believe these exceptions constitute a body of evidence strong enough to discredit the theory of general intelligence (Gottfredson, 1998). Also, Gardner’s (1998) theory of multiple intelligences is useful in considering educational needs and learning styles. However, there is not sufficient scientific or statistical evidence to prove that these distinct intelligences actually exist within the brain. Temperament, personal interests, and environmental influences interact with a person’s general intelligence to create strengths and weaknesses in cultural and academic settings. However, when mental abilities are tested using intelligence tests, which aim to be socially and experientially unbiased, that general intelligence is consistently revealed (Deary, 2001).
According to Deary (2001), the mental abilities tested with forms like the WIAS-III are varied in several ways. While some of the subtests do seem to be related, others are abstract and unique. Deary (2001) tested over 2000 people--a significant sample. Overall, the participants’ scores on each of these subtests were positively correlated with their scores on the others. Exceptions to this finding are both expected and accepted for two reasons. First, very few sound theories lack exceptions. Second, savants are extreme evidence that disproportionate abilities do exist (Treffert & Wallace, 2002). The brain’s plasticity may increase one’s verbal capabilities to substitute for neglected mathematical stimulation, for example. Most people’s sub-scores, even with slight variances, are at least moderately correlated to one another (Deary, 2001).
Gardner (1998), however, sees individual variance in a different light. The differences in specific mental abilities, which I have attributed to sources external to intellect, are the basis for Gardner’s MI theory. Basically, observation and anecdotal records prompted Gardner to come up with the idea that humans possess many distinct intelligences in varying degrees. Gardner’s (1998) eight intelligences were defined after having been examined through a set of criteria. However, these criteria are vague and do not ensure with any certainty that one intelligence is independent of the others. For example, Gardner (1998) cites the existence of savants as evidence that certain intelligences can be isolated. The assumption, then, is that these intelligences act independently in typical brains. However, savant syndrome is incredibly uncommon and many researchers feel that brain damage is a potential cause. The brain’s rare ability to compensate for such loss (Treffert & Wallace, 2002) does not preclude an overarching system of intelligence that is drawn from many areas of the typical brain.

The abilities of Gardner’s other criteria to deem an intelligence distinct are also questionable. One of the most vague is the need for a set of “core operations” (Gardner, 1998, p. 20). Any skill or strength could meet this criterion, but that does not mean these abilities are separate intelligences. Also, Gardner has attempted to analyze scores to determine which skills arise from the same “underlying factor,” and which are separate (Gardner, p. 20). It would be interesting to see some of the supporting evidence from these tests, but it is not provided. Therefore, the extensive results provided by Deary (2001), as mentioned above, are virtually unchallenged.

Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences has proved useful in educational settings, even though this was not his original intent (Gardner, 1998). Teachers use his theory with varying degrees of success. Often, the intelligences are treated more like learning styles. It is important to use different modalities when teaching. For example, teachers use movement and body awareness activities to enhance children’s “bodily-kinesthetic” intelligence (Gardner, p. 20). Whether or not these teachers view physical skills as intelligence is relatively unimportant, as long as they are creating activities that stimulate a wide variety of senses and preferences.

Scientists have completed statistical analysis on several types of mental tests, and have found that these tests measure g at varying levels (Gottfredson, 1998). Because of these data, many concur that a hierarchical model of intelligence is actually most accurate. General intelligence is at the top of this model, followed by more specific mental skills, and then abilities that are determined by experience and personal interest (Gottfredson, 1998). This type of hierarchical model is in concordance with my view of g: strengths and weaknesses on culturally bound or experience-based tasks do not discredit general intelligence. Each person has areas in which they are more or less adept. We still, however, have a general intelligence. It has been extracted from tests that are designed to reduce the impacts or personal experience or preference.

The nature of intelligence will probably always be debated, and we will never understand all of the inner workings of the brain. However, statistical correlation and scientific evidence have been supported by the test of time. Given the rarity of the condition, savant syndrome should be studied as a disorder (Treffert & Wallace, 2002). Savants are extreme examples of variance between mental abilities. Studying savants may lead researchers to discoveries regarding the typical brain, but the simple presence of this disorder should not be used as evidence that we have distinct intelligences. Lastly, our interests and environments do make a difference in performance. However, g was extracted from intelligence tests with very limited reliance on these factors (Gottfredson, 1998). So, the strengths and weaknesses that we see in others and ourselves are not necessarily reflections of general intelligence, but of individuality.
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