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Introduction for Students
Right now, right at this very moment, someone is judging your intelligence.

This statement is based on the assumptions that you’re reading this 

book for a college writing class, that your school assigns grades (not all 

do), and that you’re likely taking more than this one class. Across all your 

classes, your instructors are evaluating your intelligence with every class 

meeting, assignment, discussion, quiz, project, and test. At the end of the 

term, they will offer a final assessment in the form of a single letter grade, 

perhaps modified with a plus or minus sign, which will then become part of 

your official record. Although it is in many ways an oversimplification of the 

function and supposed importance of grades, it’s fair to say that they are, 

on some level, taken to be measures of intelligence.

As a teacher of writing myself, I am deeply uncomfortable with that 

fact because I want to believe that as teachers our main goal is not to 

issue a judgment of how smart you are; instead, it is to help you become 

the best writer and thinker you can be. But even though effort or overall 

improvement might factor into your final grade, that grade won’t be based 

on that factor alone. The unavoidable reality is that your grade will be based 

on your demonstrated abilities as a thinker and writer, and no matter how 

deeply we as teachers wish for it to mean something else, it’s easy to read 

grades as a quantifiable measurement of intelligence.

If that sounds disturbing, it should. Regardless of how intelligent you are 

or how well you do in school, you are always more than your smarts. Our 

systems don’t always reflect that, however, and you may not have thought 

much about intelligence and how we measure and interpret it. The best path 

to understanding how these constructions affect your life is knowing how 

they work (and work against you). Intelligence has been shaping your future, 

but that doesn’t mean it has to determine it.

That’s why this book is designed to help you think about intelligence and, 

through that process, grow your skills in ways that expand your intelligence 

as well. That’s what college writing is about anyway. Generally, we’re not 

here to make you a perfect writer. Sure, we want you to write clearly and 
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2 Introduction for Students

correctly, but we’re generally more interested in what you have to say 

than how you say it. This book is about thinking critically, and that means 

tackling thorny questions without clear answers. It means spending time 

thinking your way through these murky questions. It means explaining in 

writing what you think, taking a position in relation to the questions at hand, 

and offering evidence so that readers can understand why you think that 

way. You may not become a perfect writer, but I hope you’ll become a great 

thinker. This book will help you grow toward that goal.

Why Intelligence?

As I’ve already discussed, intelligence — what it is, how it’s measured, and 

what we think of it — is a topic close to you whether you realize it or not. In 

fact, you might say that the very concepts of “student” and “intelligence” 

are inseparably linked: to be a student is to learn, which is to say that to 

be a student is to use and develop your intelligence. By the time you’ve 

reached this class, you’ve already run through a gauntlet of standardized 

testing designed to evaluate both your success and future potential in 

school. Such tests can also act as a mechanism of ranking and sorting, 

putting some students on top and others on the bottom, which impacts 

opportunities for your future. Clearly, the question of intelligence is central 

to your educational career. Reading, thinking, and writing about intelligence 

offer you the means to understand your educational experiences in new 

ways. For example, you’ll be able to critique what intelligence means 

and how it operates both inside and outside classrooms and educational 

settings.

At the same time, not much is really known about intelligence, which is 

surprising given that it is something so close to you and with such power 

to shape your life’s paths. That’s another reason this topic deserves our 

attention. We often think of intelligence in relation to success in school — the 

ability to memorize information or take tests well, for example — but as the 

readings in this book illustrate, intelligence is a lot more than that. Even if 

we accept that central definition of intelligence as academic success, we 

still don’t know a lot about how to measure it accurately or what factors 
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Introduction for Students 3

impact it. One central theme throughout these readings is that we don’t 

know what we think we know. In other words, it turns out that we are not 

very smart about being smart. And because the answers aren’t clear, there’s 

a lot of room for critical thinking on this topic. Critical thinking requires 

complex issues that you need to think through, and intelligence itself is 

deeply complicated.

The topic of intelligence also crosses a lot of territory, offering the 

opportunity to approach the concept from many directions and generate 

new insights. It’s like turning an object over in your hands while looking at 

it closely: seeing it from many angles gives you a better understanding of 

its overall shape. For example, going beyond humans to explore animal 

intelligence or artificial intelligence provides entirely new contexts for 

working out just what intelligence is. Within the realm of human intelligence, 

we can look at different forms of it to get a larger picture and find its limits. 

These various approaches will give you many different opportunities to think 

and write about this issue.

Finally, intelligence is worth studying because it’s a subject that appears 

across many disciplines, a fact reflected in the selections gathered here. 

Regardless of your major, you’ll get a sense of how different academic areas 

look at a topic. The readings in this book come from a variety of academic 

fields, including primatology, anthropology, history, journalism, philosophy, 

mathematics, computational science, education, and psychology. This 

diversity gives you a chance to see how different disciplines approach the 

study of a topic, what counts as evidence in research, and how the debate 

about intelligence continues in just about every area of academic study.

The Organization of This Book

To get you started on your study of intelligence, this book collects a range 

of essays that speak to this topic. Many of them are from contemporary 

conversations, but some represent key historical turning points in the study 

of intelligence. Many of them have been chosen at least in part for their 

approachability and readability to better emphasize their ideas. Reading 

these pieces shouldn’t take a lot of work, but thinking about them should. 
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4 Introduction for Students

To offer you a structure for your investigations, each chapter is framed with 

a question that provides both an organizing principle for the selections in 

that chapter and a starting point for critical thinking around that theme. 

Each chapter also includes an introduction that offers a sense of what the 

selections are about, what’s at stake in the question being asked by the 

chapter, and how all that relates to your larger inquiry around intelligence as 

a concept.

Other tools to encourage critical thinking also accompany each 

selection. For context, a headnote gives some background about the author 

and the piece. Three sets of questions follow each reading. The first set 

addresses important concepts from the essay to aid in your understanding 

of it, the second asks for critical thinking and a written response, and 

the third set invites you to connect that reading to other readings in the 

chapter, which is a more developed form of critical thinking. Some of these 

questions are multimodal, which means that you’ll be asked to work in 

modes beyond just writing, including opportunities to incorporate visual, 

video, and audio elements.

The first chapter asks the question, “How smart are animals?” Starting 

with the question of animal cognition offers two advantages. First, 

because the question of human intelligence is so close to home, turning 

to animal intelligence provides a little bit of critical distance, which allows 

for more objective analysis of the issue. Second, the science behind 

animal cognition is quite complex and, as discussed above, complexity 

promotes critical thinking. Part of what makes this issue so complicated 

is that it’s not only a question of whether or not animals can think but 

also a question of what it means to be human. To acknowledge animal 

cognition is to trouble the line we’ve drawn between humans and 

animals, which raises ethical questions in addition to the scientific ones. 

The science here is also complex because of the number of historical 

hoaxes involving thinking animals. Therefore, working through these 

issues means not only working toward an answer for the question this 

chapter asks but also working toward a basic understanding of what 

makes something — anything — intelligent.
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Introduction for Students 5

That conversation continues in Chapter 2, which asks, “Are the risks 

of artificial intelligence (AI) worth the rewards?” Proponents of AI imagine 

it as the next stage of human evolution, but equally strident voices on the 

other side of the conversation warn that AI can mean the end of humans. 

That opposition makes this question seem binary, but like all the questions 

around intelligence, the answer is anything but simple. Other readings look 

at how aspects of AI are already embedded in our world; how they carry 

over social biases around race and gender; and how simple, stupid bots 

are as dangerous as AI. Again, these questions are as much about human 

intelligence as artificial intelligence because the only way to determine the 

validity of AI is to work from a definition of what makes human intelligence.

After having explored the question of intelligence away from the 

human context in the early chapters, Chapter 3 brings your investigation 

directly to the question of what intelligence is — or, more properly, what 

intelligences are — by asking, “Is there more than one kind of intelligence?” 

This chapter turns to multiple understandings of intelligence developed 

by psychologists, educators, and others who study intelligence. The 

kind of “book smarts” represented by intelligence in school and on IQ 

tests is only one kind. Chapter 3 examines some of the others, including 

multiple intelligences, emotional intelligence, and successful intelligence. 

In expanding the range of intelligences, we also expand the category of 

people who are intelligent, thus challenging the kind of ranking and sorting 

at the center of schools and grades.

Chapter 4 then turns to a different sort of challenge: uncoupling 

the troubling stereotypes that link certain identities to a certain level of 

intelligence. By asking the question, “Does identity determine intelligence?” 

this chapter is also asking whether or not who we are determines how 

smart we can be. For once, the answers are a little less ambiguous, as 

these readings debunk the model minority stereotype of Asian American 

academic success, the idea of which gender is smarter, and the myth that 

blue-collar workers aren’t very smart. In so doing, these readings also offer 

you the chance to define your own intelligence independent of your identity 

markers. Intelligence, in this sense, remains complex and worthy of critical 

thought, as it cannot be reduced to any one aspect of who a person is.
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6 Introduction for Students

Geniuses and prodigies, on the other hand, are often reduced entirely 

to their extreme intelligence and talent. Chapter 5 asks, “What is extreme 

intelligence?” The pursuit of that answer involves looking not only at 

the intellectual factors that create genius or foster a prodigy but also at 

the social and cultural factors that circulate around these terms. That’s 

where things get complex as we consider the gendered nature of the term 

“genius” or the moral valuation of genius as good, even though some 

people considered geniuses do things that are very bad.

Throughout all these chapters, my hope is that you will push and pull 

against the concept of intelligence, learning new concepts, exploding old 

myths, and finding your own ground in relation to the questions asked by 

each chapter and in relation to intelligence itself. That’s the real work of this 

book — and the core of both critical thinking and critical writing. You may 

also find that it’s the true mark of intelligence. In many ways, intelligence 

is less a thing someone or something has — like an amount of information 

stored in your brain — and more a way of moving through the world — like 

certain habits of mind that include questioning, investigating, evaluating, 

and concluding. This book will give you a lot of practice with those habits of 

mind. In the process, you’ll expand your skills with them, which is another 

way of saying you’ll expand your intelligence.
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