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Chapter 28:  The Howard Gardner School for Discovery

The Howard Gardner School for Discovery was founded in 2005, converting from a former laboratory school for the University of Scranton’s education department into the only independent, nonsectarian, private school in Scranton, Pennsylvania. The Gardner School is one of only two laboratory schools on the International Association of Laboratory and University Affiliated Schools (NALS) roster that is not university affiliated.  
What makes the school stand out even more as a laboratory school is our organization around Multiple Intelligences Theory (MI). MI is more systemic than obvious. There are few overt signs of MI in the school’s common areas of the school. Only a small book shelf in the hall outside the director’s office has a compilation of MI texts and other Gardner titles. We have chosen MI for two reasons. First, it affirms what educators observe and believe about children. All children can and do learn. Gardner (1991) alludes to how even very young children can grasp complex phenomena if presented in an accessible way: 

…within the cognitive realm there are forms of understanding that have a distinctly abstract flavor and that the child seems pretuned to appreciate.  Understandings of causal relations, of the nature and constituents of objects, and of the world of numbers can all be elicited in the first years of life (p. 52).

MI impacts not just what we do and how we do things, but makes us ask why and whether those practices are in the best interests of students.  

Second, organizing classroom practice around MI theory offers a much more hopeful view of students’ ability to demonstrate their mastery of subject matter.  Gardner (1991) posed a challenge:  “…much of what we have discovered about the principles of human learning and development conflicts sharply with the customary practices of schools” (p. 143) to provide unchallenging materials and ineffective tests to gauge understanding.  By identifying discrete intelligences children possess, MI assessment extends beyond what or how much is learned to include the myriad ways children can demonstrate their understandings according to their individual intelligence profiles.  

In particular, we base our educational decisions on the concepts of authenticity and relevance. Authenticity addresses how each child is an individual, with a particular profile of intelligences and interests. For example, assessments tap into the actual intelligence without being channeled through other capabilities. That is, a bodily-kinesthetic intelligence assessment is less authentic if done through a linguistic, paper-and-pencil test. Authenticity derives from the relationship of intelligences with domains and fields.  Fields are composed of other practitioners or experts who can judge work in a domain. Judging individual performances, whether through tests, presentations, or some other form, is the work of an audience with a stake in the results.  In schools, the field takes the form of teachers and parents who assign value to a work.  In reality, however, schools are a precursor to the professional, vocational, and other fields that exist in society.  As Gardner (1991) proposed: “Schools do not operate—and probably never have operated—in a vacuum.  An essential part of any kind of educational regimen is the community, represented by many individuals” (p. 225). 

Relevance addresses how each child resonates with different opportunities in his or her environment—some contextual elements are perceived as more important than others. It speaks to a child’s questioning of why the lesson or subject matters to them. If we cannot satisfactorily answer this question, the effort may be lost.  In A Different Kind of Classroom: Teaching with Dimensions of Learning, Robert Marzano (1992) notes that a key characteristic to making schoolwork meaningful to students is the extent to which students are able to direct and construct the tasks at hand.  The application of skill or knowledge addresses this concern: subject matter is relevant to the extent that a child senses he can use it.  

The more authentically schools can tap into students’ individuality and can reproduce the type of relevant product or problem-solving required in a “real world” application, the better prepared the student will be when he or she is asked to respond within his or her chosen vocational or life field. In writing about the various tasks involved in his learning paradigm, Marzano (1992) makes a similar claim:

These tasks require students to use their knowledge to accomplish specific goals or to apply their knowledge when answering specific questions.  Their emphasis is not learning for learning’s sake, but learning as a by-product of trying to accomplish something, of trying to answer questions that are common human concerns.  This is always the most powerful kind of learning.  (p. 124)
Authenticity and relevance breed a confidence in learners that their solutions can be trusted to work in real world application.  In this chapter, I describe how The Gardner School realizes these notions of authenticity and relevance through individuality, apprenticeships, projects, and assessments that trust the learners to engage with their world in meaningful, productive ways.
Individuality
“The single biggest difference between the Gardner School and other schools I attended is the movement. There is constant change… When you finish your work, there is always something else to do. Communication is important as well.  Teachers know your strengths and weaknesses; likes and dislikes.  They know you. In moving to the Gardner School from my other school it was like the sensation of getting out of a pool.  At first, it is shocking, because of the change in temperature.  Then, when you get used to it, you remember how easy it is to walk and breathe.”

Molly Perry, Grade 8 

Many schools identify themselves as “child centered” and extol the virtues of working with children as individuals and developing unique skills they may possess. Most rarely adapt their curriculum and assessment model to reflect each child’s uniqueness and perspective of the world.  Instead, children are generally given a curriculum to follow and must adapt their skills while learning subject content that defines the course of studies.  Assessment is often a latent default to logical-mathematical and linguistic profiles when schools generalize about “intelligence.” In contrast, The Gardner School takes individuality to heart. 

Molly’s statement suggests that students moving into an MI environment are in for a pleasant surprise. Our classrooms at first glance appear very different from traditional classrooms.  The individual contributions of students are visible everywhere. Projects line the halls and walls. There are soaring rollercoasters made of K’nex blocks sitting beside geometric shapes held together by hardened marshmallows. Children’s paintings and a clothing line designed by third and fourth graders to sell in a Wal Mart-like school mall decorate the walls. Visitors do not find a room dominated by desks until they reach the senior (7th and 8th Grade) room in the basement. Chairs, tables and wide expanses of floor make up most classroom teaching areas.  Rugs have a spattering of the paints and other learning media children use to build, draw, and assemble their demonstrations of what was learned that day.  

In The Gardner School, students realize that their role is quite different than it is in other schools.  Children are arranged in a multi-age setting starting with a preschool-Kindergarten.  There is considerable movement and conversation throughout the day.  Some children study in small groups, while others may be working alone or listening to their teacher discussing the day’s lesson.  Children freely walk the halls and converse as they complete a day’s work in the school.  The exchanges between children and adults sound more conversational than didactic, and sometimes they show how children and adults are learning.  An observer might conclude that students seem more involved in their education—and that is our goal. 

While many private schools have an elite or upper middle class population, The Gardner School is decidedly middle class. In this way, the school is much nearer in demographic makeup to public school application such as the Key Schools in Indianapolis, than most private independent schools with more upscale demographics. As a laboratory school, or training school for new teachers, it is important that our student demographic be a random sampling, closely mirroring the community we serve. Schools historically have been important as a way for immigrant children to prosper socially and professionally in the future, and they continue to be an important link to the future, providing a community resource for attracting new families and businesses. Scranton was settled first by immigrants from eastern and southern Europe, and later by families of Hispanic or Latino/a origin. The Gardner School is more diverse than most other schools in our area with approximately 15% minority and foreign born students.  The school provides tuition assistance to approximately one third of our students. But The Gardner School goes further than class and ethnic diversity. We also embrace a diversity of abilities. The school admits students with autism, ADHD, and limited English language proficiency. We find that our MI-inspired classrooms, along with small class size and adult aides, work well for all students.  

Apprenticeships

Every Tuesday Harold walks into the school carrying an old, beaten carry-on bag.  Nearing his 91st birthday, he is an expert in economics, and he trades daily in the stock market.  Today, he will be teaching third and fourth grade students about the volatility of the stock market. Harold serves as a “master,” and students have been apprenticed to him and others like him since the Howard Gardner School for Discovery opened. 

The school has adopted apprenticeships, based upon Gardner’s (1991) description in The Unschooled Mind, as a framework for the learning process.  Gardner (1983) stipulates the importance of apprenticeships:

Thus we are well advised to assess intelligence by watching people who already are familiar with and have some skills in these pursuits, or by introducing individuals to such domains and observing how well one can move beyond the novice stage, with or without specific supports or scaffolding.  (p xxx)

Children apprentice to “masters” from the community.  Teachers, parents, university students, coaches and moderators, college students, and experts from Scranton come to the school to guide children through their learning.  Apprenticeships make the interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences central by emphasizing how we learn from each other.
Harold, featured in this section’s opening vignette, mentors third and fourth graders who run a student store. Students have the responsibility for purchasing, designing, pricing, and marketing pencils, pens, and small toys to our school community. Other students manage a birthday party business aimed at doting parents who bring snacks and treats on birthdays.  The six-person “Birthday Blast” Company surprise birthday boys and girls with these snacks, songs, and confetti within a three minute period.  After cleaning up the confetti, the revelers return to class.  

A newer endeavor is our Upper Class framing and art display company. Students from all grades submit items from their portfolios that they feel merit display in our school halls and offices.  Under the tutelage of a local framing shopowner, fifth and sixth graders critique the works submitted, select a display format, and mat, frame and hang each selected work.  All work hangs for at least a month. Parents are invited to view our gallery on specific evenings throughout the year.  
Although no longer associated with a university, The Gardner School still serves as a training ground for teachers from three local colleges. This situation offers an even more pointed example of apprenticeships in learning.  Preservice teachers are both apprenticed in their field experience studies and at times serve as teacher assistants and mentors to the children in the class. Furthermore, the children can function as both novice and master, mentoring one another based on their individual profile of skills and abilities. For both students and preservice teachers, we maintain a common rubric, which lists novice through master performances as material is mastered and demonstrated to others in the school.  While grading is still done in most classes, its focus is more as formative assessment.  It is important to us that these status indicators are descriptive in the format of a rubric and not ordered in the format of grades. 
Projects
In the center of the classroom, editors are busily reviewing their “beat writers’” story submissions.  Huddled at a computer terminal, the layout staff and advertising group discuss space configurations for ad placements procured by “salespersons.”  Writers are busily writing and researching as they review their editors’ notes.  In the midst of this activity, teachers walk from group to group encouraging students and helping with questions about formatting, timeliness of the topic, or a web citing.  The HGS Insider staff works feverishly to meet their publishing deadline. 

Projects provide vehicles for several intelligences to develop concurrently. For example, although language arts obviously draw heavily on the linguistic intelligence, when placed within a project, they also can nurture intrapersonal, interpersonal, and other intelligences. We aim to make the writing experience, which is infused through all grade levels, as authentic and relevant as possible. Students consider themselves storytellers and authors. A class writing project anchors the curriculum at each level. Writing is organized around the concept of audience, and students focus on the particular audience assigned to their class.  

In the early childhood and primary years, audience is defined as parents, teachers, and community mentors.  Preschoolers through second grade students prepare stories about themselves and tell them through pictures, written words, or verbal storytelling. Such stories can help build self-awareness. Teachers gather these stories into little books.  Students who are not yet ready to compose a story are assigned a mentor. A community volunteer, parent, or, more often an older student in the school assists them in putting their thoughts into written words. For example, some students draw illustrations for their mentors, then have mentors record their stories in print.  
Students read their stories to the audience—and usually to a very interested principal in his office. I recall Rachel and Mara walking into my office.  Both are students in Jaci’s preschool/Kindergarten class. “Can we come in and read our books?”  Rachel asks.  I invite them in and they hoist themselves onto the oversized chairs that are meant for adults. Both five year olds look proud, if not a bit nervous.  Each reads her story, which is bound by staples and amply illustrated in crayon drawings.  Rachel wrote about a butterfly—probably a topic in science class that week. Mara told a story about a princess and a castle.  As they left, they assured me they would be back as soon as they finished another “book.”  
In association with the student store apprenticeship described above, the third and fourth graders’ audience is consumers. Students prepare advertising and write descriptive copy for online catalogues and design brochures for the student store. Such writing requires taking the prospective customers’ perspective into consideration, which can build interpersonal intelligence. It also advances logical thinking by presenting information in an organized, persuasive manner.
Our Senior Class produces a quarterly newspaper for an adult audience. Students apply for positions using resumes based upon their work.  Student editors and teachers hold interviews before selecting applicants for open positions.  Local newspaper and photojournalist professionals have mentored these seventh and eighth grade students.  During their two project periods per week, the newspaper staffers conceive, write, lay out, and print online each edition for other students, parents, and interested community members to read. Creating a newspaper calls not only on linguistic but spatial and interpersonal intelligences as well. 
Assessment

As faculty gathers before the opening of a new school year, we find ourselves on our own learning curve as teachers.  We thought we knew about portfolio assessment.  Warned by our mentor Carol to avoid the tendency of thinking “I do that (already),” we begin.  We will be using a process portfolio in classes this year, and we will be expected to maintain our own portfolio along with the children.  We looked at one another and smile, considering Michelangelo’s observation, “I am still learning.”  

The authenticity of an apprenticeship model and collaboration among students in real-world projects supports an MI vision of assessment. As Gardner (1999) acknowledges in Intelligences Reframed:  

What matters is the use of intelligences, individually and in concert, to carry out tasks valued by a society.  Accordingly, we should be assessing people’s success in carrying out valued tasks that presumably involve certain intelligences…we should observe people in real life situations where they have to be sensitive to the aspirations and motives of others ( p. 208).

An MI approach provides experiences, such as running a store, newsroom, or business, that not only provide engaging hands-on learning but also determine understanding of algebra, science, or language arts.  The application of knowledge allows students and teachers an opportunity to determine how well students could carry out tasks that have value in the real world.  As discussed earlier, how well students write for a teacher is not as powerful an indicator of success as whether the writing sample is clearly conveyed to an appropriate audience.  

Student understanding is gauged in as many formats as possible. We use a range of evaluation tools: state and nationally standardized tests, teacher-created and graded tests and projects, and process portfolios. We maintain longitudinal data on our test results from both Terra Nova tests and Pennsylvania’s state assessments. Our students generally exceed the grade level norms and show steady growth as they proceed from grade to grade in each of the core areas of the curriculum.  Unlike schools that feel challenged by state tests and comparative annual yearly progress statistics, The Gardner School uses the information to improve practice and learning. Assessments are treated as opportunities for building upon strengths, improving curriculum, identifying deficits, and planning.  

In addition to observable data from apprenticeships and projects as well as test scores, we assess our students’ success through their experience transitioning to other schools upon graduation.  Each of the past two years, our graduates have been contacted and report their high school experience.  Of the twenty graduates, more than half of them attend private schools that require rigorous entrance examinations. All but one student have been accepted and continue to progress normally in their more structured surroundings.  Reports from those who chose to attend public school are similarly positive.  In two incidences, students who attended The Gardner School and were classified as having educational handicaps (dyslexia and behavioral disabilities) have excelled and attained honor role status at their new schools.  Gardner criticizes psychometric tests’ limited usefulness for evaluating the many ways a student could demonstrate understanding and mastery. His Project Spectrum created evaluative tools for measuring the intellectual profiles of young children—a task Gardner deemed worthwhile, but arduous and time consuming.  Our own interpretation of the theory suggests that MI legitimizes certain assessment methods such as projects, portfolio, and integration because they allow a more balanced, more accurate picture of what a child knows and has learned through understanding performances.  The practical aspect of doing  bridges knowledge and application.  A school curriculum’s usefulness is that it be used for some purpose.  
Trust the Learner

I once attended a week-long summer training program that focused on service learning.  The training’s reflection model included a mid-week Q &A through which attendees questioned what planners had considered basic and obvious points in the program.  As the session drew to a close, one of the planners seemed despondent and wondered if the daily sessions were being appreciated and understood.  To which another member of the planning team counseled, “Trust the learner.”  
At times, my experience in education suggests that educators have lost confidence in our young charges to learn what is being taught.  Especially in a high stakes testing environment, doubting our students’ abilities calls into question our own proficiencies as teachers.  What questioners seem to be saying, in effect, is: How can one prove that MI inspired schools work? 

A critical consideration in our methodology is our commitment to patience. MI argues for a more open perspective on learning and time.  I am reminded of William, a fourth grade student who came to us as a student with severe learning and behavioral disabilities.  His performance on standardized tests suggested that he was more than two years behind his peers in the critical subject areas of math and reading. William spent four years in our program.  Each year his knowledge base and performance on varied assessments improved to the point that at graduation he was on par with his classmates and showed little signs of his previous “disabilities.”  As we continue to follow his development in high school, William is a solid student who has achieved honor roll status several times.  While it may be easy to suggest that the most important factor in his development as a student is related to our school and its program, a more honest perspective, and one just as complimentary of the school, is that William needed more time to demonstrate his knowledge and abilities.  Time is something young students surely have in abundance, but it is something rarely afforded them in schools. 
At The Gardner School we are affirmed by the knowledge that our practice is successful not because we are adept at teaching more, or that our students are naturally brighter, but because we offer students more options for understanding and more opportunities to assess their learning. Our understanding of an MI approach implies that real understanding of a concept occurs over time.  It involves an initial engagement, a period of trial and error during which the concept is viewed from multiple perspectives, and a period for reflection. For all children, especially those like William, those times are approximate and uncompromising. MI gives us reason beyond intuition or our own self doubt to be patient with our learners.  By recognizing the diversity of intelligences that are available for students to tap into their understanding of the world, and by creating an environment that encourages students to develop and express those intelligences, we can be more confident and hopeful of our own work.  
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