
Performance Task #3: The Controversy of Intelligence 
 

Student prompt: Today you will be gathering information and evidence that you will use to help you 
form an opinion on this topic: "Is intelligence fairly measured in our country?" 

Make sure that you view all available information sources. Utilize the handout provided to you by your 
teacher to keep track of evidence and information you gather from the sources. 
 

Information Sources: 
 

Source 1: The Controversy of Intelligence (http://tinyurl.com/hkjw9kg) video 

Source 2: What does it mean to be smart? (http://tinyurl.com/zhcaoe6) printed text - included below 

Source 3: Smartest People Today (http://tinyurl.com/z259ucp) printed text with infographic- included 

below 
 

 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMdZPk4AQ6g
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ben-michaelis-phd/adaptation-intelligence_b_2568827.html
http://www.bitrebels.com/geek/top-10-smartest-people-infographic/


What Does it Mean To Be Smart? 

By Ben Michaelis, PhD., Mar. 31, 2013 

Hey, you. Yeah, you, let me ask you something: Which one of these two people is smarter? 

John, 36, was born on the Upper West Side of Manhattan to parents who were both in the financial 
services industry. At the age of four, he scored "off the charts" on an aptitude test. He was enrolled in a 
Gifted and Talented school in his area and sailed through his academic subjects, in spite of getting 
teased a bit in high school. John was a good kid, but basically a loner. He always had one or two friends, 
but he didn't spend much time socializing.  

John attended Emory University in Atlanta where he majored in Comparative Literature. At the age of 
24, he was accepted to a doctorate program at American University. Eight years later, John got his got 
his Ph.D. in American History. He has been trying to get a tenure track job ever since, but the job market 
has been tight and he does not interview particularly well. For the past several years, John has been 
working at the information desk at Barnes and Noble. With help from his parents, John is getting by. He 
has a few friends, but generally feels lost, lonely and unfulfilled. 

Angie, also 33, was born in the South Bronx, less than one mile away and three months removed from 
John. She took the same aptitude test as John did, but didn't make the cut-off. Angie attended her local 
public school where she got good, but not great, grades. When she was about 11, while hanging around 
her uncle's auto repair shop Angie discovered that she had an interest in, and a knack for, understanding 
the way cars work. She started to spend more time around the shop and learned more and more about 
the intricacies of cars. She began to help out around the shop here and there. Angie did just enough to 
get by in school. She didn't get much attention from her teachers. She was admitted to a local college, 
and enrolled in a bunch of classes that sounded interesting enough, but she didn't know what she 
wanted to study.  

After her first semester, Angie needed some money so she "officially" began working at her uncle's body 
shop part-time. A semester later, she dropped out and began working there full-time. Angie's uncle 
passed four years later, and left her the shop in his will. In the eight-and-a-half years since, Angie has 
built a successful business, hired someone to help her with the books and day-to-day maintenance, and 
opened another shop. Angie has plans to open a third location in an upper middle class area in New 
Jersey where she now lives with her husband and five-year-old daughter. Angie is happy and is a well-
regarded member of the community where she grew up. She has contributed to several local charities, 
including her former church and little league team near her old neighborhood. 

Which one of these people is smarter? 

Admittedly, I put my thumb on the scale for Angie, hoping that you would see her as the smarter one, 
but to be fair, the question itself is unfair and we should probably all stop asking it. 

The idea of "smart" vs. "dumb" is outdated and unfair. It is an idea that is, forgive me, quite dumb, past 
its prime and past its time. Comparing the intelligence of two different people is like using Play-Doh to 
brush your teeth: That is to say, it doesn't make any sense. It hurts people emotionally to think that they 
are not smart and puts a vague, unfair burden on people who "make the grade[s]." 



Instead of talking about "smarts," we should be talking about adaptation. For now, Angie appears to be 
adapting more effectively than John, but that could change, for both of them. The world is changing and 
the question is how do we effectively change with it.  

Angie is using her knowledge of cars, business, and people, to earn a good living, take care of herself and 
her family, create jobs, and give back to her community. John, on the other hand is using his intelligence 
to earn a degree that is not really serving him at the present time, and is not helping those around him. 
If you ever saw the movie Forrest Gump, you probably remember the line that Forrest's mother told 
him, "Stupid is as stupid does." That is true. And so is the corollary: "smart is as smart does." That's what 
adaptation is all about. 

One of Angie's strongest attributes is her will and resilience. She has had the wherewithal to overcome 
and overwhelm a world that told her that she is not particularly smart because she didn't, or possibly 
couldn't, jump through each academic hoop that came her way. Also, in this case, here is a woman who 
has succeeded in a historically male-dominated business, despite the fact that people have undoubtedly 
doubted her skills because of her gender.  

As a child, Angie was, what I have come to call, a "square peg kid," a person who had lots of wonderful 
qualities, but didn't fit into the traditional educational framework. Most people who fall into this 
category fall through the cracks in the system. Some people, like Angie, rise above it, but others become 
so disheartened by the stings of life that by the time the reach adulthood, they simply shut down and 
stop trying. As a clinical psychologist, I see a lot of people in my practice who are perfectly bright and 
lovely, but who feel that because they did not do well in school that somehow they are flawed human 
beings.  

If we begin thinking about how we (and our kids) have adapted to our environments rather than how 
"smart" we are, we will all be better served. It is both more useful and more emotionally healthy to do 
so. When we stop thinking about intelligence as a static and comparable trait, and start thinking about 
how we adapt to our circumstances, we will all be better off because we will open up a more inclusive 
space for personal growth. This new way of thinking may even help us to preserve the spirit and talents 
of more of our "square peg" kids, and in doing so, strengthens our country's hand as well. 

  



Top 10 Smartest People Alive Today 

www.bitrebels.com 

As we all know, there are some pretty clever people in the world. There are people who have been able 
to redefine physics, chemistry, biology and our entire outlook on life itself with seemingly no 
instruments at all. There’s no doubt Einstein is one of these people, and his name has become 
synonymous with the word genius. Maybe it’s because he managed to figure out some of the world’s 
most elusive mathematical problems. Einstein is said to have had an IQ over 200, and he is regarded as 
one of the smartest people to ever walk this earth. Did you know that when looking at the top 10 
smartest people alive today, there are several who surpass Einstein’s intelligence. It’s quite intriguing, 
isn’t it? 

Even though IQ and intelligence are measurable metrics, I still have a hard time labeling people based on 
their intelligence. I think being labeled does something to us that isn’t good for overall creativity. 
Creative thinking has such a broad perspective that measuring intelligence in each area would not only 
be almost impossible, but also very time consuming. It would be time consuming enough to possibly 
deem the whole measurement a waste of time to begin with. 

However, measuring IQ and folding it on paper as a top 10 smartest metric is the only way that everyone 
will understand and get an overview of it. Some people are smarter than others, it’s just what we are all 
used to, but there are of course different kinds of smart. You can be a mathematical genius but have no 
skills at all when you are out in public and trying to communicate. You can be someone who is able to 
accurately predict the future, but your short term predictions might fail catastrophically. Then what does 
it mean if you are on the top 10 smartest people list? 

In a fresh infographic called Top 10 Smartest People Alive Today from Super Scholar, we are treated to 
some quite impressively smart people and some basic information about their backgrounds. There’s no 
doubt all of these people are at a level apart from us ordinary people. Let’s take Terrence Tao for 
example. He is 36 years old and is considered the smartest person on this infographic. It would be easy 
to call him the smartest person alive, but I am sure there are a few people out there who would have 
objections about that, so I have decided to keep away from it. 

Mr. Tao is said to have an IQ of 230, which of course when compared to Einstein’s 200 is quite 
impressive. Tao was actually the youngest participant in the Mathematical Olympiad, and he won when 
he was just 13 years old. Again, it’s all about mathematics. What’s more interesting is that as of today, 
Tao has published over 230 research papers, which in itself is a feat. What they are all about I could only 
speculate. 

Do you think you would fit in with this top 10 smartest people list? Have you ever taken a real IQ test? 
Maybe you are even a member of MENSA, who knows. It’s good to know that the intelligence of 
mankind is going up. Maybe one day we’ll see a stop to all the stupid things we are doing to each other 
and the world, or maybe we will become worse. Most of these people have chosen a more laid back 
approach to everything except their mathematical connection to the world, which in itself is one less 
problem to worry about. 

 

http://www.superscholar.org/


 

 
 



 



 

 


