The Nurturing Nature     1     


Running head: NATURE OF INTELLIGENCE
The Nurturing Nature of Intelligence
Tamika Butler

Creighton University

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the nature of intelligence. A debate exists as to what factors affect intelligence: those arising from nature or those arising from nurture. This author will argue that the only true nature of intelligence is that which is socially constructed. However people in a particular society are nurtured will affect what those people see as intelligence’s true nature. The social construction idea will be explained through the use of a personal case study of an American student living in Japan. Through this case study the general factor of intelligence and the theory of multiple intelligences will be discussed.
The Nurturing Nature of Intelligence

When I lived in Japan our school would open up to the Japanese community once a year in a cultural exchange event. This occasion was a day when the Japanese could participate in activities that Americans had to teach them about. Additionally, the Americans participated in events that were Japanese in tradition. No matter what events were changed from year to year there was always one that everyone looked forward to. This event was the math competition. During this event the Japanese schools would provide their brightest students and the American school would provide their brightest and oldest students. Participants were given a worksheet and told to complete it as quick as possible without getting any problems wrong. Each participant was able to use a tool of his or her choice: a calculator or an abacus. American students always picked the calculator and Japanese students always selected the abacus. Year after year I watched as Japanese students arithmetically calculated through the worksheet with speed, ease, and no errors. The only year the Americans won was when my friend Hikari who was 100% Japanese (but went to our American school) used an abacus and beat his competitors.

As I reflect on the competitions I have often asked myself why the Japanese students always won. Some spectators might assume that Japanese students are just more intelligent than their American peers. However, I just do not feel that is the case as I watched American students outperform their Japanese peers on a number of other challenges. The challenge most salient in my mind was dodge ball. Japanese students loved it, but could never seem to beat our American teams. 


I believe that it is unfair to say that one culture is more intelligent than the other, but instead feel that the two different cultures just placed different emphasis on different activities. Math and doing well in school is of extreme importance in Japanese culture which resulted in success on many academic competitions. However, American culture values well-rounded children who participate in a number of activities. The Japanese students were often outperformed on artistic and athletic tasks. Neither culture’s children were far more intelligent than the other culture’s, but rather excelled at whatever it was that their culture had stressed as important to them. As I reflect back on these cultural exchange days I have been able to form the opinion that the true nature of intelligence is a socially constructed ideal that a particular society or culture holds as important.

The g Factor

The Japanese students were amazing academic quiz bowls. As Americans we were often blown away at the number of facts that the Japanese students appeared to know. If the competition involved anything that could be described as a “complex mental test” then Japanese students excelled. In her article on the general intelligence factor, Gottfredson (1998) states that the general factor of intelligence can explain most differences on diverse mental tasks. The differences in scores between Japanese and American children were noticed based on multiple mental tests. With this being said, supporters of the g factor might argue that these individual differences had to be attributed to g.


The preceding explanation of why Japanese students perform better on tests than American students still makes little sense if one does not understand what the g factor is.  Deary (2001) writes that Spearman was the first person to actually utilize a g factor.  After studying schoolchildren’s test scores, Spearman found that the scores from many different types of test correlated. He believed that this showed that there must be some underlying general factor of intelligence that accounted for these correlations.

An American psychologist, John Carroll, took this general factor a bit further with a three stratum model of cognitive mental ability (Sternberg, 2004). Carroll described the center of this model as stratum III. This stratum was composed of the g factor or general intelligence. As one moves further out into the model, stratum II appears.  This stratum includes eight different mental abilities: fluid intelligence, crystallized intelligence, general memory and learning, processing speed, broad cognitive speediness, broad retrieval ability, broad auditory perception, and broad visual perception. All of these abilities correlate and are displayed through the specific skills which make up stratum I.

The Japanese students who I competed against could be said to show strong indications of potentially having high g scores. They each had individual skills like that of an expert abacus user, understanding geography exceptionally well, or being able to perform above average in the science competition. The success of the Japanese students could be attributed to those students being high on some of the stratum II categories such as memory, cognitive speediness, and processing speed. 

No such thing

Because I was in many of the competitions with my American friends from honors classes I know that we were not all lacking intelligence. Rather, we were the smartest and most talented students in the school but just always seemed to come up short when being tested against the Japanese students. Not being first was frustrating to us, but at the same time we did not seem to care as much as the Japanese students. The reaction of the Japanese students that had been defeated by Americans was always one of immense shame and grief. The mental tests just seemed to matter more to the Japanese students and be stressed as important by their teachers and principals. Conversely, the American students would shrug it off knowing that in different competitions that tested different skills we could be successful. Furthermore, our teachers and principals stressed that our goal was to have fun and make new friends, not just do well on tests. The emphasis of the two different cultures just appears to be different. If someone had told us we were losing because of a g factor that we just had less of I am sure that we would have all disagreed.


We could have found support in Flynn (2003) who notes that g tends to be limited by the fact that it ignores sociological factors. Flynn is famous for describing the “Flynn effect” which is the apparent increasing of IQ and intelligence over time. I think that examining the increase of IQs can also be used to look at the increase of scores from one culture to another. As a sociology major I agree with Flynn and believe that the societal context in which intelligence is examined cannot be ignored.


Ehrlich (2003) wrote that environmental factors and changes can contribute to the Flynn effect which explains IQ increases over time. I believe that these same factors can affect intelligence from culture to culture. Some of these factors include the increased years of schooling, the increase of technology in schools, the better nutrition and exercise regimens of people, and the urbanization of societies. When I apply all of these factors to my case study of life in Japan they all hold true. Japanese students not only had more years of school when they would compete against us, but even when years could be controlled for, they had more time in the classroom. Japanese students have longer school days, longer school years, and even go to school on Saturday. While Americans and Japanese students are taking the same test, the Japanese culture has provided its students with more school to tackle the tests. Additionally, exercise and nutrition are a big part of Japanese life. The Japanese people have a healthy diet based on fish and in almost all communities do communal exercises each morning to start the school and/or work day. Furthermore, Japan is commonly referred to as one of the technological and urban centers of the world. 

With a complex and technological culture that expects more school and exercise than American culture, it makes sense that societal factors can contribute to Japanese intelligence. It is important to look at other factors before simply measuring intelligence with g. By only using g it is hard to determine exactly what is being measured and how a different culture will value that measure.
Multiple Intelligence


Rather than just focus on how the Japanese would beat us on many tasks our teachers were always certain to point out that there were things that “Americans just do better.” One of my teachers said that his proudest moment was judging the different speech and acting competitions. He was bilingual and explained that while the Japanese might have all of the information they needed to succeed in their head, they had trouble getting it out and expressing themselves.


When I started thinking of competitions that Americans excelled at, one theory of intelligence came to mind: Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence theory. Gardner (1998) describes a theory in which people can excel in one of nine areas. These intelligences are: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, personal intelligences, naturalist, and existential. Using Gardner’s theory of intelligence, I could describe the Japanese students as being high in the logical-mathematical intelligence. Conversely, as Americans beat them at sporting events we could argue that we had more bodily-kinesthetic intelligence. After winning speech competitions we could even boast our linguistic intellectual prowess.


The theory of multiple intelligences even works beyond Japanese and American cultures. When Sternberg, Nokes, Geissler, Prince, Okatcha, Bundy, and Grigorenko (2001) performed a study on an African tribe they found that the African children scored low on tests that measure a g factor. However, when applying the multiple intelligence theory it could be argued that these same children were extremely intelligent as they displayed naturalist intelligence that would far surpass children in any modernized country. 


These African children were able to identify ailments and the proper natural cure for that ailment because survival in their society depended on it. Likewise, it can be argued that Japanese children outperform Americans in math competitions because their survival depends on it. A system of tracking occurs in Japanese schools which requires students to do well on yearly tests as it determines where they can go to school in the following year. Not doing well on intelligence tests would strongly hinder their chance at going to better schools, getting better jobs, and having a better quality of life. Similarly, as a military child in Japan I was forced out of my comfort zone as I had to learn to communicate effectively with others and constantly make new friends. As a result I have a high level of personal intelligence.
Conclusion


What determines intelligence, nature or nurture? As almost all of our readings pointed out, it is a complex interaction of the two. However, before intelligence can be determined by a simple test score its true nature must be understood. I believe that the answer to the mystery of intelligence’s nature can be found in nurturing social environments.


Depending on what culture an individual is in, different skills will be needed to survive. The skills which are needed to survive will naturally have a higher importance placed on them and be valued more within a given society. As a result of different societies and cultures having different values, intelligence will be viewed as different things depending on environmental factors.


Americans are not necessarily more intelligent than a tribe of African nomads. Japanese students are not necessarily more intelligence than American military children living in their country. The difference in these people is that they all have different cultures with different expectations and ideals about what makes a person successful and intelligent. Instead of taking tests and assigning people a number to label how smart they are perhaps it would be more beneficial for society to continue to develop the Multiple Intelligence theory and ways to test it. With that theory cultural differences can be taken into account and valued. Then instead of exploring the true nature of intelligence and what makes a person smart we can shift to an examination of the true nurture of intelligences around the world.
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