
Just like in every Marvel comic, there has to be good and evil.  There is always a counterplayer—

an individual who forces you to be more responsible for your actions (or ideas) and defend them (or 

recognize when they may be justifiably challenged); therefore, a counterplayer allows us to better 

comprehend ourselves.  There are two sides to every issue (question).  But so many times it is hard to 

distinguish between the two.  Thus is the case for the curricular inquiries of Howard Gardner and E.D. 

Hirsh.  While different in so many ways, they are both working towards the same ultimate goal:  better 

education for our nation’s children.  So, I ask are Gardner and Hirsh really that different after all? 

 The key focus of Gardner’s theory is that the purpose of education is to master the fundamental 

ways of knowing.  He encourages this by recognizing individual differences and focuses on truth, beauty, 

and goodness.  He looks at the way the mind works and has adopted Multiple Intelligence theory to 

permit a more differentiated way in which educational goals might be viewed and pursued because 

understanding is intelligence in action.    He sees the “profit” of education as “improving, going forward, 

and making progress.”  Unfortunately, since Gardner does not believe in standardized tests the ability 

and timeliness of measuring such progress is somewhat difficult.  He sees the disciplines as a resource to 

the perennial questions of life and learning and systematic thinking (and thus the ways of knowing) 

which cannot be tested with multiple choice bubbles.  Given this, education for understanding depends 

on engaging our students and giving opportunity to perform one’s emerging comprehension.  Gardner 

believes that the “purpose of education is not to provide ultimate answers,” but “to enhance one’s 

sense of understanding without dashing one’s sense of mystery and wonder.”  Thus, he says that 

experience and subject matter are “easier to see in their separateness, to insist upon one at the expense 

of the other, to make antagonist of them, than to discover a reality to which each belongs.”  As a 

promoter of the true, beautiful, and good, Howard Gardner balances his conservative ideas about 

curriculum by his progressive psychology of teaching and learning.   

 E.D. Hirsh on the other hand, “wants everyone to focus on the content of an education.”  He 

called this “cultural literacy.”  Many may see Hirsh’s theory of “Core Knowledge” as just mere facts that 

must be obtained through rote memorization and thus a “cluttered” mind, but in practice, the 

“possession of relevant prior knowledge is the single most relevant contributor to comprehension.”   For 

example, if a student reads a story about baseball but has no prior knowledge of the sport he/she will 

comprehend much less than a students who knows about (or better yet has played) baseball.  Therefore 

the ability to learn something new about math or music or history is highly dependent on the knowledge 

already possessed about math, or music, or history.  More importantly, general ability to learn is highly 

correlated with general knowledge (.811 to be exact).   

 So for Howard Gardner, E.D. Hirsh plays the role of counterplayer; but unlike in a comic book, 

our nation’s children are at stake in this story.  While there must always a counterplayer, I can easily see 

how these two are closer than initial observation may recognize.   While different in so many ways, they 

are both working towards the same ultimate goal:  better education for our nation’s children.  So, in the 

end can we say that our children must have“core knowledge” and be able to use that to master the 

fundamental ways of knowing?  


